
PORTRAITS OF INDIGENOUS STUDENTS AND EDUCATORS 

IN THE TIME OF CORONAVIRUS DISEASE 2019  

By Nicol-Azizi Leilani Russell 

A Dissertation 

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Education 

in Educational Leadership 

 

Northern Arizona University 

May 2021 

 

Approved: 

Karyn Blair, Ed.D., Chair 

Frank Davidson, Ed.D. 

Pamela Powell, Ed.D. 

Lauren Zbyszinski, Ph.D. 

 
  



   ii 

ABSTRACT 

PORTRAITS OF INDIGENOUS STUDENTS AND EDUCATORS 

IN THE TIME OF CORONAVIRUS DISEASE 2019  

NICOL-AZIZI LEILANI RUSSELL 

This study examined the experiences with remote schooling of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli 

students and the experiences of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators (including non-Indigenous 

educators of Indigenous students) in Hawaiʻi during COVID-19. The purpose of this study was 

to understand their experiences so future educational experiences, delivered remotely or in-

person, could be made more relevant, meaningful, and with respect to indigeneity. The study was 

motivated by three research questions: (1) In what ways did schooling change for Indigenous 

Kānaka Maoli students and Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators because of the response to the 

COVID-19 outbreak? (2) What effects, if any, did remote learning have on Hawaiian culture-

based education as described by students and teachers? (3) In what ways were the experiences of 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and teachers the same and/or different in the time of COVID-

19 (spring 2020 and fall 2020)? To examine these questions, individual interviews were 

conducted with study participants and their individual and collective stories were re-told as 

portraits in a portraiture. The findings from the research showed that Indigenous students and 

educators faced challenges with remote teaching and learning that were similar to challenges 

discussed in previous research and some new challenges. The old challenges included access to 

digital connectivity and physical proximity to one another. The new challenges included the 

preservation of language, the preservation of Indigenous identity, and maintaining the mission of 

culture-based education. Implications for school leaders and future research are discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 In March 2020, the grit, persistence, and nimbleness of the American schooling system 

was put to the test. The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)—a highly contagious, fast 

spreading disease—forced entire school districts to shutter their doors. This meant school sites 

where millions of students were being taught lessons in subjects like English language arts and 

mathematics halted their in-person instruction and had to consider alternatives for providing 

schooling. For many schools, the alternatives included providing remote instruction to students 

via digital platforms like Zoom or Google Classroom. This study investigated the experience for 

Indigenous students and educators in Hawaiʻi. 

Background 

As a Kānaka Maoli—the term used by Native Hawaiians to refer to ourselves and the 

way I refer to us in this study—my automatic reaction in times of significant change in education 

(e.g. the change from No Child Left Behind to the Every Student Succeeds Act) is to wonder 

about the eeffect it has on Indigenous students and their families. In this instance—the sudden 

widespread use of remote learning as a primary instruction modality—I also wondered about the 

effect it would have on Indigenous educators. The question I pondered was: What good or what 

harm may come to Indigenous students and their families as their schooling changes in the time 

of COVID-19? 

For me, a well-resourced, former educator and state education agency administrator with 

savvy technical skills who, for her profession, already worked entirely remotely, COVID-19 did 

not cause much of a disruption. The most difficult part of the sudden change in schooling 

modality was managing the multiple demands of working remotely and providing support to her 

preschool age child as she learned to use Zoom, the digital platform her school chose to use for 
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the duration of the school year. During this time, my family encountered technical issues like an 

unstable internet connection and limited bandwidth on our network, and user issues like turning 

on the video and audio connections on Zoom or turning off the “mute” feature when it was time 

to speak. For the most part, though, as the days turned to weeks and the weeks turned to months 

of remote instruction, my frustrations were minimal.  

For my extended family, however, the unintended consequences were much more 

significant. During a conversation with one of my brothers (Hanalei)—a father of four school-

aged children—I got a reality check about the depth and breadth of the effects of COVID-19 on 

the schooling of Indigenous students. To understand the totality of the issue, you have to know 

the context of this family—the Walkers. The Walkers live in Mountain View, Hawai’i. Mountain 

View is located on Hawai’i Island (also known as the Big Island), on the east side (see Figure 1).  

Note.  https://www.neighborhoodscout.com/hi/mountain-view 

The Walkers live completely “off the grid,” utilizing a catchment system for water use 

(since there is no plumbing built into the town’s infrastructure) and solar energy for power. They 

have a self-sustaining food garden they have created as a regular source of food that also 

Figure 1 

Map of Hawaiʻi Island 
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incorporates opportunities for their children to learn a more traditional way of living. They also 

don’t have cable or Internet service.  

In spring 2020, Hanaleiʻs children were ages seventeen, fifteen, nine, and seven being in 

eleventh grade, ninth grade, third grade, and first grade. All four children were attending Ke 

Kula o Nāwahīokalani’ōpu’u Iki Lab Public Charter School (Ke Kula o Nāwahīokalani’ōpu’u), a 

Hawaiian language immersion school. Thus, for these children, the shift in instructional modality 

was not simply a change from in-person teaching and learning to remote teaching and learning. It 

was complex in that in addition to delivery modality, the school and the family had to consider 

how to ensure the students were being taught in the ways the school was built to deliver. The 

mission of Ke Kula o Nāwahīokalani’ōpu’u is: 

Ua hoʻokumu ʻia Ke Kula ʻO Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu ma luna o ke Kumu Honua Mauli 

Ola, ʻo ka pili ʻuhane ʻoe, ʻo ke aloha ʻohana ʻoe, ʻo ke aloha ʻōlelo ʻoe, ʻo ke aloha 

naʻauao ʻoe,ʻo ke aloha kānaka ʻoe, ʻo ke aloha ʻāina ʻoe, a ʻo ke aloha lāhui ʻoe. ʻO ka 

moʻomeheu Hawai’i ka paepae hoʻonaʻauao o Ke Kula ʻO Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu, he 

paepae e kū ai ka hoʻohanohano ʻia o nā kūpuna, ka ʻimi a loaʻa o ka ʻike me ka 

mākaukau e pono ai ka ʻohana, ke ola me ka laupaʻi o ka ʻōlelo a moʻomeheu Hawai’i, a 

me ka nani o ka nohona o ka ʻāina nei ʻo Hawai’i. 

Ke Kula ʻO Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu is committed to securing a school community built 

upon culturally rooted principles of the Kumu Honua Mauli Ola that reflect love of 

spirituality, love of family, love of language, love of knowledge, love of fellow man, love 

of land, and love of peoples. Students of Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu are educated upon a 

culturally Hawaiian foundation. This foundation is the basis upon which students are 

motivated to: 



   4 

• Bring honor to ancestors 

• Seek and attain knowledge to sustain family 

• Contribute to the well-being and flourishing of the Hawaiian language and 

culture; and 

• Contribute to the quality of life in Hawai’i. (Ke Kula 'o Nāwahīokalani'ōpu'u, 

n.d.) 

Statement of the Problem 

 In Hawaiʻi and elsewhere, COVID-19 jolted the American school system. In a short 

amount of time, a large majority of public, private, and charter schools had to pivot from 

providing in-person schooling to providing remote learning, also called distance or virtual 

learning. To provide remote learning opportunities, these educational entities turned to digital, 

online platforms like Zoom and Google Classroom. To use these platforms, a student’s family 

needed technology, including devices (e.g., computer or tablet) and internet access. Additionally, 

Indigenous educators needed to find ways to be true to their mission of providing learning 

experiences that promote the preservation of Indigenous language, culture, and identity. 

Historically speaking, it has been well-documented that access to technology, devices, and the 

Internet have been limited and problematic for Indigenous students, but this is not the full extent 

of the issues with the digital divide (Strover, 2014, p. 116). The issues identified in the literature 

include technical shortcomings, geographical limitations, and impacts to cultural identity (Kress, 

2008). Educators and educational leaders need to know if these issues remain true or if they have 

changed in the time of COVID-19 because improved schooling experiences for Indigenous 

students depend on improved conditions for Indigenous educators in the school system. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Cristobal (2018) defines Kanaka ʻŌiwi Critical Race Theory (KanakaʻŌiwiCrit) as the 

result of taking two critical decolonizing frameworks (ʻŌiwiCrit & KanakaCrit), established by 

Wright and Balutski(2013) and Salis Reyes (2017), and piecing them together to create a 

specific, robust theory. This study will be conducted through the lens of three of the four tenets 

of KanakaʻŌiwiCrit: “Kanaka ʻŌiwi identities are multiple, intersectional, and liminal”; “as we 

learn and tell our moʻolelo (stories, narratives, histories), we contribute to our survivance”; and, 

“kuleana is the culmination of Kanaka ʻŌiwi moʻolelo about the ways we enact agency through 

social justice” (Cristobal, 2018, p. 36). On its own, KanakaʻŌiwiCrit is a specific approach to the 

design of this study.  

To broaden the understanding of the uniqueness of the scope of the experiences of this 

studyʻs participants, I will look through the lens of four of the nine tenets of Tribal Critical Race 

Theory (TribalCrit). Brayboy (2006) defines TribalCrit as an offshoot of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) and describes it as being rooted in both what Indigenous communities hold in common 

and what makes them different (p. 427). The four tenets of TribalCrit used for this study are: the 

meanings of culture, knowledge, and power from an Indigenous perspective; understanding 

Indigenous lives through tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions for the 

future; stories as legitimate sources of data and ways of being; and the connection between 

theory and practice to make social change (Brayboy, 2005). Additionally, this study will be done 

with a view of what Smith (2012)) says is research done “in the margins” with often 

marginalized people (p. 205), with a goal of contributing to social change for Indigenous Kānaka 

Maoli students and educators. 
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Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to understand the experience of remote learning and 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and educators in the time of COVID-19 so schooling of 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students—provided remotely or in-person—can be improved and 

support the preservation of Hawaiian culture-based education. 

Research Questions 

 This study seeks to answer three primary research questions: 

1. In what ways did schooling change for Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators because of the response to the COVID-19 outbreak?  

2. What effects, if any, did remote learning have on Hawaiian culture-based education as 

described by students and teachers? 

3. In what ways were the experiences of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and teachers the 

same and/or different in the time of COVID-19 (spring 2020 and fall 2020)? 

Limitations 

 There may be some possible limitations in this study. The first limitation may be the size 

of the sample. The study may produce different results if more students and/or more teachers are 

included. A second limitation of the study may be the ages of some of the students. Since the 

study will include the perspectives of a range of Kānaka Maoli students, some participants may 

be very young. For these participants, I may need to spend more time establishing a rapport 

before asking my interview questions. An additional limitation of the study may be the 

geographical location of the study participants. Currently, there is a worldwide health pandemic 

(COVID-19) that is causing restrictions on travel and in-person gatherings (small or large). 

While I intend to conduct in-person interviews and observations, she may be limited to using 
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digital tools for data collection. To mitigate potential negative effects of using electronic 

communication with study participants, I will provide an overview of the use of the online 

platform in advance of the interviews with study participants to ensure their comfort with the 

technology. 

Delimitations 

 The study will include only Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students. The selection criteria for 

students will include students of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli ancestry who attended a school with a 

primary focus on Hawaiian culture or participated in a school program based on Hawaiian 

culture in the 2019-2020 and/or the 2020-2021 school years, not all students. The educators will 

include Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators or educators of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students, 

not all educators. The selection criteria for educators will include educators of Indigenous 

Kānaka Maoli ancestry or educators of any ancestry who taught students of Indigenous Kānaka 

Maoli ancestry in a school with a primary focus on Hawaiian culture. The timing of the study 

will be during the fall of 2020. 

Definition of Terms 

COVID-19: A shorthand name for the Corononavirus Disease of 2019 

Digital divide: The gap between people with lower socio-economic means and those with higher 

socio-economic means that is evident in issues like lack of access to modern technology and 

Internet service, and the resulting impact on economic mobility 

Equity in education: Fair distribution of educational services 

Indigenous: A place-based culture  

Indigenous educator: An educator who is Indigenous or who teaches Indigenous students 

Indigenous student: A student who is Indigenous 
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Indigeneity: The way members of an Indigenous group identify themselves 

Kānaka Maoli: Term used by the Indigenous people of Hawai’i to refer to themselves 

Pandemic: An epidemic that spread globally 

Remote learning: Learning that happens through technology and is delivered by a remote teacher 

Remote teaching: Teaching that happens through technology and is delivered to a remote learner 

Organization of the Study 

 The remainder of the study is organized into four chapters, a bibilography, and 

appendices in the following manner. Chapter 2 presents a review of the related literature. In this 

chapter, I will look at four themes, the history of the schooling of Indigenous students, the digital 

divide, Indigenous knowledge production, and Hawaiian culture-based education. Each 

component of the review of literature will serve as a foundation for the portraits that will be 

developed later.  

Chapter 3 presents the studyʻs methodology. It will begin with background on the 

theoretical framework for the study and the research design. Portraiture will be used as the 

methodology and in this chapter, demonstrate my positionality, definition of indigenity, and 

feelings on personal responsibility as an investigator in Indigenous research. 

In Chapter 4, the portraits of each of the study participants will be presented, with the 

Indigenous students and educators presented in pairs matched by the studentʻs grade level and 

the corresponding teacher for that age group. The pairs will be identified as elementary school, 

middle school, high school, and higher education. The three research questions will be answered 

through the sharing of their portraits. Portraiture will be used to conduct this study because it will 

allow me to tell a deeply personal story from the position of an outsider. Lawrence-Lightfoot 

(1997) calls this “the portraitistʻs voice of witness” (p. 88). As a member of this Indigenous 
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group, the Kānaka Maoli, I will seek to honor the oral methodologies of my ancestors while 

using a robust empirical structure. Portraiture will allow me to do so. 

In Chapter 5, the final chapter, a comparison of the participants will be presented. I will 

compare the experiences of the pairs (Elementary School, Middle School, High School, and 

Higher Education), the experiences of the Indigenous students, and the Indigenous teachers. I 

will present these portraits and how they relate to the literature, theorize about what may be done 

for Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students when remote learning is a primary instructional modality, 

and how Indigeneity may be preserved.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

E Nānā i ka Palapala 

 In this chapter, I will review the literature on the history of the schooling of Indigenous 

students. The literature encompasses the issues of colonization; assimilation (voluntary and 

forced); standards and modernization; and the role of technology in modern education. These 

themes will provide a base for the portraits of the study participants. The history of the schooling 

of Indigenous students will include a chronological review of schooling practices used with 

Indigenous students on tribal reservations on the continental United States of America (USA). 

This will be followed by a look at the practices used to provide schooling to Indigenous Kānaka 

Maoli students in Hawai’i. The history of significant federal mandates and standards will be 

organized chronologically, as well as topically, and will introduce the digital divide. The effects 

of the digital divide will be more detailed with the introduction of the section on the increased 

presence and reliance on technology in schooling over time.  

 There is substantial research on the history of the schooling of Indigenous students, 

including ample data collected about the digital divide and its impacts on the schooling of 

Indigenous students. The majority of published works focus on Indigenous students on Native 

American reservation lands on the continental USA. While these previous studies provide insight 

on schooling practices that affect Indigenous students on reservation lands, they do not give a 

complete picture of the schooling experiences for all Indigenous students. There have been more 

recent studies on the schooling experience for Kānaka Maoli students, by Kānaka Maoli 

researchers. That is included in this review. The literature reveals some differences and 

similarities between the education of both groups of Indigenous students. However, studies were 

not found in the literature review that address none of the litrerature addresses alternative 
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schooling modalities during a global pandemic like COVID-19 since this is an unprecedented 

event. I conclude this chapter with a presentation of the theoretical frameworks that serve as 

guides for this study and inform how I collect, analyze, and interpret data. 

Search Strategy 

The search strategy for this study began with determining the primary research questions, 

which guided the selection of keywords used in search databases. Keywords included, but were 

not limited to Native American schooling, Indigenous schooling, cultural identity, culture-based 

education, Hawaiian schooling, federal education mandates, pandemic, remote learning, digital 

divide, and technology in schools. The ProQuest, EBSCOHOST, JSTOR, and Academic Search 

Complete databases were searched. Sources of information included peer-reviewed journal 

articles, books, government statistics, theses, and dissertations.  

Older sources were included to provide a fuller perspective of the history of some of the 

topics, as well as to illustrate the changes to the issues over time and the growth in impacted 

populations. A consultation with an Indigenous librarian at the Northern Arizona University 

(NAU) library also proved fruitful to identifying the most relevant sources for this study. All of 

these sources of information provide the foundation of the literature review. 

Education and Separation in the Name of Assimilation 

Colonialism and Boarding Schools 

In the late 18th century and early19th centuries, the Indigenous people of America, often 

called American Indians or Native Americans1, were seen as a problem to be dealt with by 

colonizers and settlers (Wilson, 1998, p.163). At that time, the tried strategy of control of land 

and resources (Surface-Evans, 2016, p. 574) coupled with control by religious immersion (Szasz, 

 
1 I use the term “Indigenous people” throughout this paper, respecting the Indigeneity of the people first. 
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1998, p. 203) as avenues toward erasure of the Indian or Indigenous in a person and was failing. 

Another strategy needed to be devised. Spencer-Wood (2016) uses the dichotomous terms 

“external colonialism” and “internal colonialism” (p. 479) to describe the shift that occurs when 

the device of one machination fails to force change on Indigenous groups and other tactics are 

then used to forcibly impose change. 

A different way developed for dealing with Indigenous people was to target the youth 

through educational programming. This education was not just to provide schooling, but the 

complete extinction of their Indigenous identity. Feir (2016) referred to this as cultural genocide 

(p. 436). To be effective, the schooling needed to be comprehensive and exhaust all possibilities 

to smother out Indigenous identity. Gram (2016) describes the process of stripping Indigenous 

identity in favor of the American identity as “the mantra of salvation by assimilation through 

education” (p. 253). Boarding schools, funded and run by the federal government, were 

established to reshape the worldview of the growing Indigenous child. 

To understand the rationale for the use of boarding schools as a tool for colonization and 

forced assimilation, it is important to trace its roots back to the premise of the reservation system. 

Whitner (1959) says the reservation system was devised to keep the Indigenous people out of the 

way of white men and for the Indigenous people to live like white men (p. 135). This was the 

foundation of the idea that physical separateness could force changes in the behavior of people. 

In the instance of the reservation system, Indigenous people were forced off of their homelands 

and relocated to land designated for them by the federal government.  

In 1860, the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs established the first Indian boarding school 

on reservation land. At that time, the Indigenous students were taught and provided oversight by 

teachers who were teaching them how to be American. In 1869, American President Ulysses 



   13 

Grant, concerned about what he perceived to be misgivings in the way boarding schools were 

being managed, passed the Indian Peace Policy and set out to distribute oversight and control of 

the boarding schools to various religious groups. While the stated goals of the Indian Peace 

Policy were to improve the quality of life for the Indigenous people and to teach them through 

peaceful means what it meant to live like a white person (Whitner, 1959, p. 135), those created a 

thin veil of the true intent to force the Indigenous to assimilate. The infrastructure for the on-

reservation boarding school system formalized by Grant didn’t last long and in 1879, the Carlisle 

School marked the beginning of an off-reservation model for boarding schools (Engel et al., 

2012, p. 281). This model of boarding school intensified the effort to force assimilation. 

The Carlisle School Industrial Training School was founded by Captain Richard Pratt, 

who used his experience educating the Indigenous in prison to create a school system designed to 

extinguish Indigenous identity (Roppollo & Crow, 2007, p. 5), including removing them from 

reservation lands for their education. To the missionaries, whose schools were being replaced by 

Pratt’s approach, this idea that the Indigenous could be transformed into more civilized beings 

simply by being removed from their natural environments was appealing (Adams, 1995, p. 56). 

Although not stated explicitly, it inferred fault was not lack in the religious model of schooling, 

but rather the deep-rooted indigeneity of the people that needed to be dealt with in a more severe 

way. 

Richard Pratt is known for uttering the infamous saying, “kill the Indian in him, and save 

the man” (""Kill the Indian, and save the man": Capt. Richard H. Pratt on the education of Native 

Americans," n.d.). This notion that Indigenous identity was a liability permeated the Carlisle 

School and others like it. Thus, the off-reservation schools sought to exterminate integral 

elements of their identity: spiritual beliefs, language, and familial ties. 
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Separation as a Tool 

The off-reservation boarding schools’ strategy was effective because it cut off Indigenous 

children from their primary sources of Indigenous identity formation—their families. The 

separation from families was particularly difficult for the children who, as their brains and bodies 

were going through their formative years, had to rely on teachers and administrators who did not 

share basic and more important parts of their identities: their languages, their customs, and their 

sacred spiritual beliefs to help them make sense of the world. Talley (2018) examined the effects 

of this practice of separation from family from an attachment theory perspective and posited the 

boarding schools were so effective the negative effects lasted for generations. This examination 

doesnʻt look at just the effects on future views of schooling, but on the harmful effects on the 

development of the Indigenous self-worth, family unit, and their position in the world. 

While the boarding school model (on reservation and off reservation) was supposed to do 

what schools are intended to do—educate children on the essential skills of literacy and 

mathematics, it ultimately served the purpose of extinguishing Indigenous identity and replacing 

it with more American-like identities.  In the instance of the Carlisle School, Pratt used his 

experience as a military officer who presided over Indigenous prisoners to create a similar 

environment for Indigenous students. In 1892, during the same convention speech in which he 

uttered “kill the Indian, save the man,” Pratt disparaged other models of educating Indigenous 

youths (Indigenous self-education and missionary education), citing what he thought were 

attempts to help the Indigenous “remain Indian” (""Kill the Indian, and save the man": Capt. 

Richard H. Pratt on the education of Native Americans," n.d.). What he laid out then was the 

necessity to strip, from as young as possible, the Indigenous of their Indigeneity and work on 
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developing their loyalty to American life. They had to be separated from their families if he was 

to be successful. This strategy was used for almost thirty years and its effects are still felt today. 

As boarding schools started to change life for Indigenous children and families at the end 

of the 19th century, the 20th century marked a period of evolution for American education. In the 

time between 1890 and 1940, American schools were institutions that provided basic intellectual 

and literacy skills while building character. Steffes (2012) said schooling was shifting from a 

focus on the structural problems in society, which would require collective solutions, to 

individual problems that put the responsibility of solutions on the individual. While not 

mentioned in Steffes’ article, this shift in education was happening parallel to a change in the 

very fabric of what constituted the American way of life. There was both an industrial expansion 

and a dramatic increase in immigration that resulted in more densely populated cities and 

eventually led to the creation of communities outside the city (suburban areas). Fleury and 

Bentley (2020) say the rapid increase in the number and make up of people, many of whom were 

European immigrants, scared educators and that fear lead to a push for a more progressive and 

structured educational system (pp. 73-74). This did not lead to an end to boarding schools. 

Summary 

In summary, this literature details the history of the schooling of Indigenous youth in the 

United States (US). First, I presented literature on the rationale used for the design and use of 

boarding schools, both on reservation and off reservation, as a strategy for forcing Indigenous 

youth to assimilate to an American way of life. Next, I provided a brief background on the 

history of the use of reservations as a product of forcing Indigenous Americans from their land. I 

presented this literature to discuss the intentional use of both reservations and boarding schools 

as asssimilation tactics, and not as occurrences that happened serendipitously. Additionally, I 
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presented the background on the role of the federal government in the formation of boarding 

schools. The literature included demonstrated the intent was always about colonizing Indigenous 

youth and asserting the American way of life even though different models of schooling were 

used. I chose to focus on the Carlisle School model because it was the model replicated by 

concurrent and subsequent off-reservation boarding schools. 

Education and Occupation in the Name of Americanization 

Early Hawaiʻi Education 

At the same time as the Carlisle School and other boarding schools, under the guise of 

providing education, were being used to force Indigenous people to assimilate to American 

ideals and ways of being on the North American continent, a similar narrative was shaping up in 

a small island nation in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. In Hawai’i, a constitutional monarchy 

governed the people and in the early 19th century, the ruling aliʻi (monarch), King Kamehameha 

III (Kauikeaouli) requested that a teacher provide a western education to Hawaiʻi’s future 

monarchs (Kaomea, 2014, p. 124). This request may have seemed at odds with a desire to retain 

political sovereignty of the Hawaiian nation, however, when you evaluate Kauikeaouli’s reasons 

for wanting the children to be educated in this way—namely, he wanted them to be 

knowledgeable about western ways so they could ensure survival of the monarchy in the future 

(Kaomea, 2014, p. 124)—it makes sense. In 1840, the Hawaiian Chiefs’ Children’s residential 

school was opened, marking the establishment of Hawaiʻiʻs education system for children. In 

retrospect, this period marks the start of education during what we call the Kingdom period, 

referring to the era of rule by Hawaiʻiʻs monarchy.  

The Royal School consisted of New England-educated missionaries from the American 

foreign missionary movement and its American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
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(ABCFM) (Menton, 1992, pp. 213-214). These missionaries had been in Hawaiʻi for quite some 

years and were already proselytizing to the Kanaka Maoli when they now had an opportunity to 

infiltrate the educational system with a direct line to the monarchy. At the heart of the mission of 

the ABCFM was the desire to promote Christianity and civilization, jointly, as though being a 

Christian was synonymous with being a good American (Menton, 1992, p. 215). In the years 

prior to 1840, beginning around 1824, the missionaries were focused on educating adults, 

targeting the aliʻi (members of the royal family) as a strategy for access to the common people 

(Menton, 1992, p. 216). Itʻs worth noting: the sharp increase in the number of religious groups 

providing schooling for Kānaka Maoli came after Hawaiʻiʻs traditional religious system (the 

kapu syste) was abolished. This effectively diminished the separation of religion and rule. 

The role of education by the missionaries throughout Hawaiian history is significant not 

just because it sought to educate a current cohort of people, but because it could generationally 

affect schooling and education in Hawaiʻi. As missionaries provided consultation and guidance 

to ruling monarchs, like Kamehameha III and Kamehameha IV, they used their positions as 

leverage to encourage political participation that favored the non-native person and institution 

and left the Kānaka Maoli alienated from one another, from their spiritual beliefs, and their land 

(Beadie, 2016, p. 71). The result was tension in the royal family between those who wanted to 

better position Hawaiʻi and her people to be more successful on the global stage and those who 

wanted to retain the cultural and spiritual identities of their ancestors. 

A series of events, including the death of King Kamehameha II and a successor too 

young to govern, led to an eventual proclamation that all adults go to school. Although that 

proved to be difficult work, just a few years later, the ABCFM tried to include children in their 

schooling model. While the model failed at instilling a desire for a more Christian-American way 
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of life in most of the children, it demonstrated what Darrah-Okike (2020) and others call settler 

colonialism (p. 4). Rather than coming to Hawaiʻi to preach and teach and return to their homes 

(in New England, in most instances), these missionaries came with the intent of staying. 

Settler Colonialism 

To understand settler colonialism is to understand the schooling of Indigenous youths, on 

the continental US or in Hawaiʻi. According to Veracini (2013), there is a dual purpose in settler 

colonialism in that a colonizer who decides to settle in a new place both desires to turn said place 

into something else and in that that newly created place, retain their always-has-been self (p. 

313). Darrah-Okike (2020) says what helps the colonizer are schools and other institutions that 

perpetuate their goals (p. 5). Boarding schools, while used in different ways on the continental 

US and in Hawaiʻi, were efforts to make Indigenous land, communities, and families different 

for the sake of advancing Americanization.  

In 1893, Queen Liliʻuokalani was overthrown and Hawaiʻi was forcibly annexed to the 

United States. The occupation of Hawaiʻi by the United States military marked the beginning of 

a dramatic change of life for the Kanaka Maoli—the Indigenous people of Hawaiʻi, including 

how their children were educated. In 1896, just three short years after the overthrow of Queen 

Liliʻuokalani, the Hawaiian language was banned as a medium of instruction in the public 

education system. This snuffing out of the Indigenous language was not a new tactic.  

When Pratt and others forced Indigenous youths to participate in off-reservation, 

residential boarding schools, they were forbidden from using their Indigneous languages, with 

the result being not just loss of the language, but of the wiring of their spiritual belief systems 

(Reyhner & Eder, 2015). In Hawaiʻi, it was at once more of the same—deferring to English as a 

primary language, as had been common practice by 1896, to the extent King Kamehameha IV 
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put into law the use of English-speaking schools across the land in 1862; this, after a history of 

schools were places where missionaries provided instruction in ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi (La Croix, 2019, 

p. 11). And at the same time it flew in the face of the legacies of King Kamehameha V, his 

successor, King David Kalākaua, and the last monarch, Queen Liliʻuokalani—all who enabled 

the restoration of Kanaka Maoli spiritual beliefs and practices, including hula (Kānaka Maoli 

traditional dance), culture, and ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. These markers of the Indigenous ways of being 

had been muted by previous monarchs, primarily under the influence and direction of 

missionaries. 

After the overthrow and subsequent imprisonment of Queen Liliʻuokalani, American 

military forces joined with local business forces to dominate the Kānaka Maoli and infiltrate 

every part of Hawaiʻi with its presence. This was also seen in education in schooling, where the 

content of education, once taught to even the children of the royal lineage, shifted from 

something familiar to the Kānaka Maoli to a foreign ideology meant to perpetuate 

Americanization in Hawaiʻi. Freire (1993) says this kind of domination relegates people to 

positions in which they are seen as objects without decision-making power (p. 66). Stated 

plainly, to be Kānaka Maoli in your homeland, Hawaiʻi, and powerless was the position 

Americans needed the Kānaka to believe they were in if their illegal occupation were to lead to a 

transformation of the people and land. 

 John Ogbu (1998) discusses three types of minority groups: autonomous, voluntary, and 

involuntary minorities (p. 164). By definition, Kānaka Maoli are involuntary minorities and have 

had that status since the overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani and the occupation of Hawaiʻi by 

American interest groups. That is, Ogbu (1998) says involuntary minorities are a part of 

American society “against their will”; they did not choose to be part of America and see their 
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Americanization as having been forced on them by white people (p. 165). This was certainly the 

case for Kānaka Maoli in Hawaiʻi. In his dissertation, Lāhui naʻauao: Contemporary 

implications of Kanaka Maoli agency and educational advocacy during the Kingdom period, 

Kalani Makekau-Whittaker (2013) says this creates a unique situation in which failure in the 

post-overthrow, newly formed schooling system in Hawaiʻi could be seen as a successsful 

resistance strategy for Kānaka Maoli (p. 43). By choosing not to do well in a foreign schooling 

system, a system designed with complete disregard for Kānaka Maoli identity, culture, language, 

beliefs, traditions, families and communities, Kānaka Maoli could exercise their power to keep 

their indigeneity in a changing educational environment. 

Summary 

Understanding the parallels between what was happening to Indigenous students in the 

US and the events transpiring in Hawaiʻi at the same time helped illustrate the breadth of the 

colonial influence of the US and the systimatized approach its officials, representatives, military 

personnel, and others with influence and power took to try to extinguish any identity other than 

an American identity. First, the literature in this section created a picture of what life was like in 

Hawaiʻi at that time. This literature helped me situate the events that transpired into a political 

context, important to my understanding of the differences between colonialism and settler 

colonialism. Second, I saw the role of religion and missionaries in the expansion of Hawaiʻiʻs 

public school system. This literature challenged me to think critically about the role of religion 

and the willingness of my ancestors to be led by missionaries. The content of the literature made 

me ask the question: Can they (the missionaries of various religious groups) be blamed for 

contributing to the erasure of our Indigeneity if my people willingly participated? Third, I 

explored the literature on the effects of the overthrow of Queen Liliʻuokalani. This continued to 
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deepen my understanding of the relationship between the political climate, the social climate, 

and ultimately, the educational climate in Hawaiʻi at the time. Lastly, I presented literature on 

what it means to be an involuntary minority. This literature emphasized for me the deep-reaching 

effects of settler colonialism. 

A Changing Hawaiʻi, A Changing Education 

Occupation 

 The illegal occupation of Hawaiʻi by US military might paved the way for a non-ratified 

annexation of Hawaiʻi to the US. Schooling in Hawaiʻi, now a territory of the large imperial 

force that is the US, became hyper-focused on two things Americanizing Kānaka Maoli children 

and standardizing Hawaiʻiʻs schools. The act of Americanization started with quashing 

Indigeneity through the specific act of banning the home language of students, ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, 

from being used in schools, an act representative of the kind of educational policy American 

school administrators intended to impose on Kānaka Maoli youth. It is worth noting that it was 

not only Kānaka Maoli identity they were attempting to Americanize, but that of any non-white 

students.  

 Young (2002) argues that understanding the educational policies of Hawaiʻi, the territory, 

requires an understanding of race as a construct developed by Americans in Hawaiʻi, both  

powerful and not (p. 407). This is important because as American occupiers sought to create an 

otherness about people of non-white races, they were simultaneously creating a less than-ness  

about non-white races. According to a US Census Bureau report on Hawaiʻi in 1930, the 

population count in each census count conducted in Hawaiʻi after becoming a territory indicated 

a decrease in one group, “Hawaiian” (See Table 1), and concurrent increase in other groups. This 
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increase in the diversity of the population created an opportunity for the US to push its narrative 

that a diverse populace in Hawaiʻi signaled more opportunity to economic growth in Hawaiʻi.  

Table 1 
 
 Population in Hawaiʻi after Becoming a Territory of the United States 

Population in Hawaiʻi 
by Race, in Percent for 1910, 1920, 1930 

Race 1910 1920 1930 
Hawaiian 13.6 9.3 6.1 
Caucasian Hawaiian   4.6 4.3 4.2 
Asiatic Hawaiian   1.9 2.7 3.4 
Caucasian, defined as Portuguese; Porto Rican; 
Spanish;Other 
Portuguese 11.6 10.6   7.5 
Porto Rican   2.5   2.2   1.8 
Spanish   1.0   1.0   0.3 
Other Caucasian   7.7   7.7 12.2 
Chinese 11.3   9.2   7.4 
Japanese 41.5 42.7 37.9 
Korean   2.4   1.9   1.8 
Filipino   1.2   8.2 17.1 
Negro   0.4   0.1   0.2 
Other races   0.2   0.1   0.1 
Total Population per year 191,909 255,912 368,336 
Note. Table created by the author 

 

Young (2002) critiques a report by the United States Bureau of Education, A Survey of Education 

in Hawaii, and describes it as a marker of a shift in educational policy and practices in Hawaiʻi 

in three key ways: its pro-Standard English stance; its pro-plantation economy rhetoric; and, its 

use of the constructs of race and social class (p. 406). This supports Youngʻs assertion that you 

must understand the role of race in education if you are to understand the role of race in 

education in Hawaiʻi.  

Race, as a construct, and its accompanying attitudes and beliefs shape the way education 

delivery is designed. In their work, Darder and Torres (2011) go beyond talking about race and 
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start to address what they call “racialization” (p. 101), where race is used to structure social 

relations. The result is a categorization of people based on biological differences (i.e. skin shade) 

and attribution of their less than-ness to being in that category. In Hawaiʻi this was literally what 

happened in education after it became a territory of the US.  

Racialization created a shield for what was truly happening for Hawaiʻiʻs non-white 

students, many of whom were brought over by or born to laborers for Hawaiʻiʻs plantations. 

They were seen as and treated like future plantation workers. It also was used to perpetuate the 

idea that only English should be taught and used in Hawaiʻiʻs schools. After Hawaiʻi became a 

territory of the US, the language of the Kānaka Maoli (ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi) was banned and a number 

of English Standard schools were implemented. These schools did not only unofficially exclude 

Kānaka Maoli children, but also the children of the majority non-white population. This is 

important to note because in 1920, as seen in Table 1, the majority non-white population in 

Hawaiʻi were Japanese.  

Lleras-Muney and Shertzer (2015) found in their review of the effects of English-only 

schools on immigrant children, participating in English-only schools did not benefit the 

children’s future educational careers nor the general economy (p. 283). Even as English-only 

schools were being used to force immigrant children to assimilate, it wasn’t working the way the 

law had intended. Lleras-Muney and Shertzer (2015) could not identify a specific reason why 

not, but did hypothesize a few reasons, including the general push in the country to voluntarily 

use less foreign languages (p. 284). What was not included in their study and others like it, 

though, was the effect of English-only schools’ law on involuntary minorities like Kānaka Maoli 

students.  
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The Federal Mandate Consequence 

In its quest for more schooling accountability, the federal government has issued 

numerous education mandates in just the past two decades. These mandates focus on providing 

standardized, systematic approaches to schooling in the largest number of schools across the US, 

in an attempt to make an adequate education available to all. In contemporary times, perhaps the 

most significant federal mandate for education was No Child Left Behind (NCLB), an education 

reform bill signed into law by President George W. Bush in 2002. The bill was the 

reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The hallmark of 

NCLB was its emphasis on accountability expectations meant to force states to comply with 

federal mandates and the extensive data reporting requirements that ensued. Fusarelli (2016), in 

his recent analysis of the effects on NCLB on equity and diversity in education, says NCLB 

marked a shift in the role of the federal government and its policies as sources for funding for 

low-income students to actually setting goals and determining expected outcomes for children. 

Those expected outcomes were quantified and measured by standardized tests, administered each 

year, beginning in a childʻs third grade year through their eigth grade year. Most, if not all, 

schools were tasked with demonstrating what was called “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) 

under NCLB and it became the driving force for their decision-making.  

Several researchers take the position that NCLB wasnʻt just a shift in policies related to 

funding and accountability, but was an expansion and deepening of the role of the federal 

government in what had been historically state and local policymaking. Heise (2017) says NCLB 

gave federalism a leg up on state and local education agencies by coercing them to create and 

implement educational systems for themselves but requiring them to get approval for their 

systems and tools from the federal level (p. 1867).  Hursh (2016) not only critiques NCLB as a 
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failed, doomed-from-the-start solution to improving student outcomes, but also sees it as a end-

around for “promoting neoliberal solutions to societal problems” (p. 514).  Namely, NCLB could 

be seen as a cunning way to promote privatize education. Adding NCLB to this review is 

important because it contextualizes what the modern schooling environment is like for 

Indigenous youths, their teachers, and school administrators, 

 While states have their own assessments for measuring achievement, the National 

Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) is administered in all states so there can be an apples-

to-apples comparison of what students know and can demonstrate. The data is reported to the 

public in an aggregated way through the National Center for Education Statistics, through The 

Nationʻs Report Card. The data are also disaggregated and reported to the public by different 

student groups. Relevant to this review are the NAEP data as reported by race or ethnicity as it 

elucidates the federal mandate effect on Indigenous schooling.  

 In a 2005 report, the National Indian Education Association (NIEA) provided a 

preliminary look at the effects of NCLB on Indigenous Communities, including those they call 

Native Hawaiians.2 The report was the result of analyses conducted by NIEA of eleven hearings 

conducted around the country on the impact of NCLB on American Indian, Alaska Native, and 

Native Hawaiian students (National Indian Education Association, 2005, p. 1). The hearing for 

Hawaiʻi was held in Honolulu, Hawaiʻi at the Native Hawaiian Education Association 

Conference. During the hearing there were six testimonies given specific to the experience for 

students in Hawaiʻi, including Kānaka Maoli students. The testimonies are important because 

while they do not contain statistical data of the achievement results of Kānaka Maoli students on 

 
2 Iʻve chosen not to use this description as I donʻt believe it is what my ancestors called themselves. Instead, I use 
here and throughout this study, Kānaka Maoli. 
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the NAEP, they convey the deep concerns the public had about the effects of NCLB on their 

students. In the testimonies, which were included verbatim in the report, issues were raised that 

lead to more questions to be considered: 

1. How could students demonstrate what they know and can do if the only data that are 

counted are scores on standardized tests? “...when you talk about local culture and 

native Hawaiian culture, so very important, that our students have a variety of 

different ways to show what they're learning” (p. 9); 

2. How could you ensure Title VII of NCLB, which protects the use and teaching of 

cultural and linguisitic education in schools, doesnʻt get swallowed up by other 

interests? “The threat that's over the horizon is that we must be very, very careful not 

to make Title VII look like Title I” (p. 15); 

3. How will the Native Hawaiian Education Council, used to provide guidance on the 

provision of educational services, be protected? “The Native Hawaiian 

Education Council has established an agreement with the State Department of 

Education and the Superintendent, that we will be the primary advisory arm to all of 

her programs, needs and issues, affecting Hawaii's children” (p. 21); 

4. How will teachers and school administrators ensure childrenʻs needs—not measured 

by standardized tests—are met? “No matter what you do, if that child can't be at that 

basic level feeling safe, feeling secure, being fed, that kind of a thing, how are they 

going to be at a higher level” (p. 22); “You know, they come to school. They can eat, 

because they don't have any food. They come to school to have their breakfast and 

their lunch, and that's it. Then they gotta go back home and they have nothing to eat. 

And where do they live? They live at the beach, they live in a car, you know. And 
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also, we have to also consider that some of these families, they work at two, three 

jobs, you know. They're at the low level. So it’s, you know, again, back to survival” 

(p. 23) 

In addition to these anecdotal accounts of how NCLB was affecting education, the 

literature also indicates what the quantitative achievement performance measures looked like for 

Kānaka Maoli students. In 2005, according to the Nationʻs Report Card, in Hawaiʻi, 52% of 

Asian/Pacific Islander (Kānaka Maoli students are included in this group) fourth grade students 

had average reading scale scores and achievement-level results that were designated below basic 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2005, p. 38). This was not unlike the experience for 

other Indigenous students at that time. Freeman and Fox shared the results of their research 

which demonstrated American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) students were more than twice as 

likely to score lowest on the NAEP reading assessments and even more likely to score at the 

lowest level for mathematics when compared to their white peers (2005). While these examples 

are taken from early on in the implementation of NCLB, the data didnʻt improve over the next 10 

years and in 2015 a new mandate was issued, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which 

was another reauthorization of the 1965 ESEA.  

ESSA, while still a federal mandate, did two things for potentially improving Hawaiʻiʻs 

educational system: First, it was designed to pull back some of the federal imposition in state 

and local educational systems and provide more flexibility for states to make determinations 

about funding relative to the needs of their local communities; Second, it provided funding for 

the integration of Indigenous cultures and languages in public schools. Third, what remained 

from NCLB included the requirement for states to demonstrate they are working on closing 

whatever achievement gaps exist in their states and using data in their reporting to the federal 
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level. When combined, these parts of ESSA presented opportunities for the Hawaiʻi educational 

system to be made more appropriate for Kānaka Maoli students. However, so much depended on 

implementation by the Stateʻs education agency.  

Recently, researchers have been sharing their findings on with respect to ESSA’s 

progress in Hawaiʻi. Singh et al. (2020) have found the held over reporting requirements from 

NCLB are not being implemented in ways that are helpful for targeting students who many need 

more support to be academically successful. By reporting aggregate level data, the state is 

masking how wide the achievement gap is between subgroups (p. 8). This is particularly 

important when looking at the way data are reported in Hawaiʻi because Kānaka Maoli students 

are included in the Asian Pacific Islander group when the state education agency reports its 

assessment data. Also included in that group are Asians, Filipinos, and Pacific Islanders. Singh, 

et al. (2020) say those subgroups have different histories, cultures, and communities (p. 2) and 

that context has to be included if any strategies to close the gaps between them and between 

them and their white, higher-performing peers. Pointedly, if a problem exists between academic 

outcomes for Kānaka Maoli and other groups, it needs to be pointed out so a root cause analysis 

of the problem can be done and strategies can be developed to address the source of the 

problems. Additionally, Schettino et al. (2019) conducted a review of states’ ESSA 

implementation plans with an eye on the way states indicated they were promoting culturally 

responsive practices in their accountability systems and in Hawaiʻi that was found in their call 

out of professional development on cultural awareness, culturally-responsive instructional 

practices.  

Both instances of the reauthorization of the1965 ESEA, NCLB and ESSA, included the 

reauthorization of the Native Hawaiian Education Act. The Native Hawaiian Education Act 
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(NHEA) is a federal policy created to potentially improve the academic outcomes of Kānaka 

Maoli students by recognizing the history of the Kānaka Maoli, socially, politically, and 

culturally (Native Hawaiian Education Act, 2004). In both NCLB and ESSA, the NHEA is 

included in the provisions made in Title VI-Indian, Native Hawaiian, and Alaska Native 

Education, Part B—Native Hawaiian Education. In the NHEA, congress recognizes Kānaka 

Maoli people as “indigenous people of a once sovereign nation as to whom the United States has 

established a trust relationship” (Native Hawaiian Education Act, 2004). There are four purposes 

identified for the NHEA: 

1. Authorize and develop innovative educational programs to assist Native Hawaiians. 

2. Provide direction and guidance to appropriate Federal, State, and local agencies to 

focus resources, including resources made available under this part, on Native 

Hawaiian education, and to provide periodic assessment and data collection. 

3. Supplement and expand progrmas and authorities in the area of education to further 

the purposes of this title. 

4. Encourage the maximum participation of Native Hawaiians in planning and 

management of Native Hawaiian education programs (Native Hawaiian Education 

Act 2004). 

Under each version of the 1965 ESEA, congress made grant funding available to Hawaiʻi to be 

able to support programs to provide educational supports to Kānaka Maoli students. In the 

decades since its enactment, Kānaka Maoli have worked hard to use the legislation and funding 

to reclaim their power and to redefine what it means to have an education. 
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Summary 

 In summary, the literature in this section began with context setting, particularly of the 

continued state of occupation of Hawaiʻi—a sovereign nation—by the US. The context matters 

because it is against this backdrop that two key things in the history of education in Hawaiʻi 

occurred: first, the establishment of schools run by religious groups and their missionaries, at the 

direction of the reigning monarch; and second, the banning of the use of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi in 

schools. This literature included illustrate the effects of this ban on language utilization and the 

establishment of English-only schools. Lastly, the literature reviewed paints a picture of the 

impact of federal education mandates on the design of the education system in Hawaiʻi and the 

way it continues to shape the model to present day. 

Indigeneity and Culture-Based Education 

 

Culture-Based Education for Indigenous Youth  

Demmert et al. (2006), in their study of the achievement gaps between Indigenous youths 

and other minority groups, speculated there were three possible reasons for the gaps. First, 

cultural differences, which exist between the minority and majority group, could affect 

everything from child-rearing to educational expectations; Second, the historical events between 

the majority group and minority groups; and, third, there are characteristics more common to 

minority groups that are associated with low achievement (i.e., poverty) (p. 11). According to 

Demmert (2006), these hypotheses define the Native American achievement gaps, differences of 

in achievement due to cultural differences, and explain the need for culturally based education. 

In earlier literature, Demmert and other researchers created a definition of culture-based 

education. 
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Demmert and Towner (2003) define culture-based education as education in which there 

is a closer match between the culture of the students and the culture of the school (p. 8). For 

Indigenous students, Demmert and Towner (2003) elaborated further and named six defining 

elements of culture-based education:  

1. Recognition and use of Native American (American Indian, Alaska Native, Native     

Hawaiian) languages (first or second language);  

2. Pedagogy that stresses traditional cultural characteristics, and adult-child interactions  

as the start of oneʻs education;  

3. Pedagogy in which teaching strategies are congruent with the traditional culture and  

ways of knowing and learning and there are opportunities to observe, to practice, and 

demonstrate skills);  

4. Curriculum that is based on traditional culture, recognizes the importance of Native  

spirituality, and puts the education of the children in a contemporary context;  

5. Strong Native community participation (including parents, elder, other community  

resources) in educating children and in the planning and operation of school 

activities; and,  

6. Knowledge and use of the social and political mores of the community. (pp. 9-10).  

It was on the findings of this literature Hawaiian culture-based education started to develop.  

Culture-Based Education in Hawaiʻi   

Researchers like Yamauchi et al. (2005) attributed poor educational outcomes for Kānaka 

Maoli students to a mismatch between the expectations and interests of the students and school 

personnel (p.172). Their research found that when teachers were able to contextualize their 

instruction, meaning when they were able to make the instruction relevant to the Kānaka Maoli 



   32 

students in the classes, they felt their performance as teachers increased (Yamauchi, Wyatt, & 

Taum, 2005, p. 182). The ideas of context and relevance were the beginnings of a push for 

culture-based education in Hawaiʻi. Other researchers have demonstrated that developing a 

culture-based education in Hawaiʻi is complex. In her research, Kanaʻiaupuni (2005) goes 

beyond what Yamauchi, Wyatt, & Taum (2005) learned about contextualization and says a 

strengths-based approach to learning about the education of Kānaka Maoli students is to treat 

them “as actors within multi-layered contexts and employing the multiple strengths of 

individuals, families and communities” (p. 35). Up to this point, there wasnʻt a framework for 

Hawaiian culture-based education and Kanaʻiaupuni (2005) started to advocate for the creation 

of one that was grounded in the strengths of Kānaka Maoli individuals, families, and 

communities. She says to understand this requires use of the ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi term: Kaʻakālai Kū 

kanaka (p. 36). The translation in English means strengths-based approach. In his research 

subsequent to this, Kanaʻiaupuni evaluated both the type of school and the teacher behavior in 

Hawaiian culture-based education and found external factors affected how successful its use is 

with Kānaka Maoli students.  

While it seems Hawaiian-focused charter schools, rooted in Hawaiian culture-based 

education, would be a successful context for Kānaka Maoli youth to learn in, it hasnʻt always 

been so simple. Kanaʻiaupuni found these charter schools, when burdened with compliance 

requirements from a non-Hawaiian mandate like NCLB, struggled to demonstrate success when 

compared to traditional public schools (2008, p. 32). What her work revealed, more importantly 

though, is the Hawaiian culture-based education provided by the fourteen charter schools she 

studied worked to significantly increase achievement for some of the most challenged and 

troubled students in Hawaiʻiʻs public school system. These students, demographically, were 
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Kānaka Maoli and poor, as indicated by the analysis of their eligibility for subsidized lunch 

(Kanaʻiaupuni, 2008, p. 39). A Hawaiian culture-based education is what worked for these 

students. 

Pertinent to the implementation of a Hawaiian culture-based education framework, is a 

need to focus of the adults in the school system. Namely, teachers. Kanaʻiaupuni and Kawaiʻaeʻa 

(2008) investigated the development of a new theoretical framework from which teachers could 

develop their understaning and skills for providing Indigenous education (p. 67)3. The result of 

the work was the development of the Hawaiian Indigenous Education Rubric (HIER). Based on 

their own extensive research on culture-based education, Kanaʻiaupuni and Kawaiʻaeʻa (2008) 

composed a list of five key components of culture-based education: 

1. Language: Recognizing and using native or heritage language. 

2. Family and Community: Activiely involving family and community in the 

development of curricula, everyday learning, and leadership. 

3. Content: Making learning meaningful and relevant through culturally grounded 

content and assessment. 

4. Context: Structuring school, classroom, and other learning interactions in culturally 

appropriate ways. 

5. Assessment and Accountability: Gathering and maintaining data using various 

methods to ensure student progress in culturally responsible ways. (p. 75)   

 
3 In this article, the language “Hawaiian indigenous educational framework” is used. To me, this can be used 
interchangably with the term “Hawaiian culture-based education.” 
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This framework provided a lens through which Hawiian culture-based education could be 

viewed and evidence of its success measured more appropriately than ways it had been 

measured; in ways like NCLB required. 

In more recent literature, Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward, and Malone (2017) present a study 

conducted on the conceptual idea that Hawaiian culture-based education, as defined by the 

elements identified by Kanaʻiaupuni in an earlier study, affects studentsʻ social-emotional 

development and this can lead to better educational outcomes (p. 321). While the findings were 

positive, what is strong about this particular research is the assertion it makes that not only is 

Hawaiian and other Indigenous culture-based education working and worth doing for students, 

but it is also a tool for creating shifts in cultural power (Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward, and Malone, 

2017, p. 332). 

Shifting Power in Culture-Based Education 

Of relevance here is the research of Lisa Delpit. One of the central questions of the 

current studies is what effects did remote learning have on Hawaiian culture-based education as 

described by students and teachers? Delpit (1988), in her seminal work, The Silenced Dialogue, 

argues the instructional model employed by the teacher in a classroom happens in a culture of 

power and to effect positive change on the education of students of color (I am including Kānaka 

Maoli and other Indigenous youth in this group), the teacher must take responsibility for 

acknowledging and acting in response to this culture of power (p. 119). Additionally, Delpit 

(1988) found students need teachers who both allow them to have their own expert knowledge 

and to have a voice in their learning (p. 108). This is especially important if there is a mismatch 

between the teacherʻs race and that of the students. In the instance of Kānaka Maoli students who 

are paired with a teacher who is not Indigenous nor is a resident who understands the culture of 
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what it means to live in Hawaiʻi, there may be a power struggle in the classroom between the 

teacher and students if the students have the cultural advantage, but are muted by the teacher 

who asserts her/his/their own cultural funds of knowledge. In a critical review of the Funds of 

Knowledge framework and pedagogy, Rodriguez (2013) found this can happen when teachers 

appreciate and want to include the students’ funds of knowledge in the curriculum but they work 

in school systems where the status quo power dynamic is maintained (p.103). This demonstrates 

the complex power relationships that exist in classrooms that may need to continue to be 

challenged. 

Summary 

In summary, the literature in this section demonstrated the emergence of culture-based 

education for Indigenous youths, first as a general population and next, as it specifically applied 

to Kānaka Maoli students. I first presented literature bases that explain the role of culture in 

education to address the needs of marginalized people. Then, I presented literature on culturally-

based education, which focuses on prioritizing home languages and cultures in educational 

practices and settings to improve the achievement of Indigenous students. Next, I discussed the 

literature on the formation of Hawaiian culture-based education. I focused on a framework for 

understanding Hawaiian culture-based education and how it is designed to be used for Kānaka 

Maoli students. Lastly, I discussed the culture of power theory and shifting the power in the 

classroom so Kānaka Maoli students have more relevant learning experiences. I focused on these 

theories as literature that provide a lens through which the education of Indigenous youth can be 

seen less like education being done to Indigenous students and more like education done with 

Indigenous students. 
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Additionally, the mandates for education from the federal level put the Hawaiʻi school 

system in a tough position. On one hand, with the provision of Title VI in NCLB and ESSA and 

the creation of the NHEA, there have been opportunities for Kānaka Maoli to reclaim their 

responsibility for the schooling of Kānaka Maoli students and to exercise some autonomy. 

However, the reporting requirements in the legislation make it difficult. For researchers of 

education of and for Kānaka ʻMaoli students, this appears to be continued use of tactics of forced 

assimilation. They advocate for asserting Indigenous-relevant curriculum to reinforce 

Indigeneity. 

Decolonization and Reclamation 

Language Immersion Schools 

 Reyhner (2010) studied the revitilization of Indigenous languages through language 

immersion schools as a decolonization tool (p. 299). In the literature it discusses the seemingly 

competing priorities facing language immersion schools: to reclaim Indigeneity or to prepare 

students for a future facing reality of success in the larger, non-Indigenous environment. Reyhner 

(2010) said the question to be answered by language immersion schools is this: “...will the 

program reflect the standard school curriculum or will it be indigenized and contextualized to 

reflect a particular Native community?” (p. 305).  In this study, Reyhner (2010) evaluated the 

effects of language immersion schools on students and found they helped Indigenous youths, 

including Kānaka Maoli, learn traditional values of their people and academic content (p. 309); it 

did not have to be one or the other. Indigenous youth—Kānaka Maoli youth—can learn the 

content they need to lead successful lives in culturally relevant and meaningful ways. 

 In 2010, Luning and Yamauchi examined the effects of participation in Papahana 

Kaiapuni, the first Hawaiian Language Immersion Program, on children and their families and 
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found through their interviews, there were increases in childrensʻ knowledge about traditional 

Kānaka Maoli values and in their familiesʻ sense of cultural pride (p.207).  Luning and 

Yamauchi contextualize the existence of Papahana Kaiapuni, citing the overthrow of Queen 

Liliʻuokalani as a marker of the indication of the decline in the use of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi in Hawaiʻi 

and the subsequent effect of families wanting their children to learn English as a survival 

technique (2010, p. 207). Luning and Yamauchi (2010) also found there are effects beyond those 

of language and culture inclusion that should be considered when evaluating the success of 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi immersion programs (p. 225). This includes the pressure on Kānaka Maoli youth 

to be keepers and carriers of their language between generations. 

 The argument that language immersion in an effective technique for language 

preservation and continuance is well-documented. OʻGrady and Hattori (2016) found there are 

four key points about language revitalization, two of them being squarely focused on the 

exposure needed for children to become good users of the revitalized language; quantity and 

quality of the language environment (p. 48). OʻGrady and Hattori also find it notable that while 

attrition is common as a person ages, for those who learn a revitalized language in their early 

(formative) years and continue to use the language through adolescence, there is less likelihood 

(p. 51). What is not well-documented in the literature are the effects of language immersion on 

student achievement outcomes. For Kānaka Maoli and other Indigenous youth, achievement on 

American-centric assessments may not be of importance, but it would be important to 

demonstrate what effects are seen on achievement as defined by the Kānaka Maoli community. 

 The Office of Hawaiian Education at the Hawaiʻi State Department of Education 

recognized the success of immersion programs like Papahana Kaiapuni would need to be defined 

by its stakeholders, including community members. In their document, The Foundational and 
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Administrative Framework for Kaiapuni Education (FAFKE), before identifying the curricular 

and assessment approaches of the immersion school, clearly define the lens through with to look 

at the program; they call it the Kaiapuni Lens (State of Hawaiʻi Department of Education, 2015, 

p. 3). The Kaiapuni Lens is: 

The Kaiapuni lens is what Kaiapuni graduates use to engage locally and globally for self, 

familial and community self-determination. Hawaiian language, history, cultural 

understandings and ways of being are the foundation of the Kaiapuni educational 

experience. The curricular design of Kaiapuni education provides space for Hawaiian 

educational epistemology, methodology and pedagogy to exist. The design also requires 

measurements of student achievement as a fundamental focus. A Kaiapuni graduate 

exhibits skills that are founded on the Kaiapuni educational experience requiring the 

application of the langauge, cultural values, ancestral knowledge and Hawaiian ways of 

knowing into everyday lives. This kind of Hawaiian language literacy can only be 

achieved by a diverse and rich content focused on development of the Kaiapuni lens. 

(State of Hawaiʻi Department of Education, 2015, p. 13)  

The Kaiapuni Lens, then, sets the expectation that language and culture cannot and should not be 

separated as teachers and school systems implement their curricula and assessments. This is true 

even if Indigenous students are learners of their ancestral languages, but are being provided 

educational services in a more general education setting (non-immersion setting). 

 Reinhardt (2017) studied curriculum development, lesson planning, and instructional 

methods both for Indigenous language immersion programs and for educators of Indigenous 

students, focusing primarily on the role of relationships in the immersion program (p. 3). The 

relationships are a mixture of a number of matches between teachers and students, marked by 



   39 

where each is along what Reinhardt (2017) calls the Indigenous language learner continuum (p. 

4) and their own identity. This is related to a term defined in the current study; the definition of 

an Indigenous educator as an educator who identifies as Kānaka Maoli or who teaches students 

who identify as Kānaka Maoli. Reinhardt (2017) points out this types of educators should be 

handled with care as they are givers and receivers of the language and the knowledge (cultural) 

embedded in the language (p. 19). 

Charter Schools 

 To understand the signifance of the Ka Papahana Kaiapuni charter school, it is important 

to review the charter school model of the provision of educational services to students. This is 

particularly important for Indigenous youths such as the Kānaka Maoli students in Hawaiʻi. 

Charter schools often face a lot of criticism from traditional public school loyalists who cite a 

lack of transparency from and accountability for charterholders. The literature in this section 

doesnʻt address the ongoing argument of which is better for students or where there may be more 

accountability for the provision of educational services, but instead looks at the beginnings of the 

charter school movement in the face of calls for school reform, the use of charter schools for 

Indigenous youths, and finally, the use of charter schools for Kānaka Maoli students in Hawaiʻi.  

 In 1983,  in a letter to the US Secretary of Education, the National Commission on 

Excellence in Education said America was suffering from “mediocre educational performance” 

and they were recommending a reformation of the US educational system (“Archived: A nation 

at risk,” 1983). What followed was a series of debates about educational reform and the creation 

of a narrative that said the problems with the educational system were poor management and 

even worse handling of school funds (Murphy and Shiffman, 2002). With a “school choice” 

label, charter schools were promoted as learning institutions where school administrators and 
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educators would be incentivized to perform well by the spirit of competition and innovation 

while simultaenously giving families (minority families, in particular) a choice not constrained 

by geographical location (Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).  

 In 2016, Logan and Burdick-Will found in their investigation on schools attended by 

children of different racial and ethnic backgrounds that “charter schools mean different things in 

different contexts and for different types of students” (p. 338). This is important because it 

reveals there is much research still to be done if there will be an exhaustive body of literature on 

the true effects of charter schools. In this particular investigation, Logan and Burdick-Will noted 

that they did not observe very many Indigenous students in charter schools (2016, p. 338). 

However, studies like that conducted by Lopez and Bobroff (2019) found that when Indigenous 

communities are able to inform the design of, curricula for, and delivery model of culture-

specific education, the schooling provided reflects the important role of relationships and a 

collaborative network for Indigenous students (p.126). In this instance, Lopez and Bobroff 

(2019) studied a public charter school in Albuquerque, New Mexico (p. 119), but what they 

found has similarities to studies conducted on the effects of charter schools in Hawaiʻi.  

Kānaka Maoli Students and the Digital Divide 

 The digital divide and its effects on Indigenous students has been studied for a number of 

decades now. However, it is hard to find literature on the digital divide and the specific 

Indigenous group relevant to this study, Kānaka Maoli. I still think itʻs important to include the 

history of the digital divide and its effects on Indigenous students as an approximation of the 

digital divide and Kānaka Maoli students because the use of remote learning as a primary, 

alternative instructional modality during COVID-19 merits it. It begs the question, what does the 

literature show has been the effect of the digital divide for like-students? Thus, in this section, I 
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present literature on the definition of the digital divide, recurring themes in the historical 

literature of the digital divide, and the experiences of Indigenous educators and students who use 

digital technology. Before 2020 and COVID-19 there wasnʻt a pressing need to understand 

online or remote learning because it wasnʻt used as a primary instructional modality for 

Indigenous youths. Since COVID-19, however, there has been an explosion in the number of 

online platforms, applications, and communication systems used with Indigenous students. This 

review concludes with a look at a recent study on the perspectives of Indigenous youth who have 

engaged in online learning. 

 Dijk conducted numerous studies on the digital divide and was the first in the literature to 

talk about the divide as less binary-tied (either you have or donʻt have it) and more spectrum in 

nature (2005, p. 13). This assessment was made after studies on what has historically been 

evaluated to define the digital divide were reviewed. In older literature, the digital divide 

emphasized the gap in access to information and computer technologies (ICTs) by specific 

groups of people. Dijk (2005) found it necessary to create a potential theory to move beyond 

descriptive analyses. The theory is summed up in the following statements:  

1. Categorical inequalities in society produce an unequal distribution of resources. 

2. An unequal distribution of resources causes unequal acces to digital technologies. 

3. Unequal access to digital technologies also depends on the characteristics of these 

technologies. 

4. Unequal access to digital technologies brings about unequal participation in society. 

5. Unequal participation in society reinforces categorical inequalities and unequal 

distribution of resources (Dijk, 2005, p. 15). 
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This theory adds to the definition of the digital divide and provides a lens for determining the 

effects of the digital divide for participants in this current study. Dijk (2005) emphasizes the need 

to conduct a deeper qualitative review that may supplement the quantitative data on the digital 

divide if it is to be understood how it affects specific, smaller groups and group settings (p. 26).  

Zelnika and Pearce (2012) provide a backdrop of all the societal implications of being able to use 

the Internet and other ICTs, particularly as a potential equalizer. However, more recent studies 

indicate there may not be more equality.  

 Yu, Ndumu, and Mon (2018) continue the argument that the digital divide is about more 

than just access to ICTs, but rather is about four types of access: material, cognitive, 

motivational, and social (p. 554). They further say it is not just about access, but is about 

resources and list six types of resources: financial, material, cognitive, educational, 

psychological, and interpersonal (Yu, Ndumi, and Mon, 2018, pp. 555-556). Finally, there are 

five types of forces that describe the kinds of power levers that affect digital inequities: 

ideological, public administrative, industrial, community, and personal (Yu et al., 2018, pp. 557-

558). This more detailed look at the digital divide presents an opportunity to consider the effects 

of these factors on Kānaka Maoli students and teachers in the present study.  

 While there has been little investigation of the digital divide and Kānaka Maoli students 

in Hawaiʻi, Galla (2018) did evaluate the use of technology and Indigenous languages, 

specifically citing a case study of an ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi community. In this study, Galla (2018) notes 

both the lack of digital technology for Indigenous people, for numerous reasons, and the 

importance of the use of technology for advancing the preservation of Indigenous languages (p. 

100). The lack of digital technology restricts the use of digital resources, but the digital 

technology could be a way to preserve Indigenous cultural resources. To illustrate this point, 
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Galla (2018) discusses the use of Leokī, an electronic bulletin board system, used to provide 

online support for ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi educators in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, in the mid 1990s (p. 111). This 

filled a need Galla says existed, for the development of curricula in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and from a 

Kānaka Maoli epistemology (p. 112). Galla (2018) also traces the history of the inclusion of the 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi piapa (Hawaiian alphabet) on Apple and Microsoft keyboards to support the use 

of digital resources to advance ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and resources with the correct spelling (p. 113). 

These advents demonstrate the value of digital inclusion. 

 An area that continues to need to be explored is the experience of Indigenous youths and 

online learning. Hunt and Oyarzun (2020) indicate there is a small number of Indigenous 

students in school and an even smaller number in online classes so it is difficult to conduct 

robust research studies (332). Since so many students, including Indigenous students, are being 

provided their schooling experiences via online platforms, this current study will contribute to 

the lack of research on Kānaka Maoli students in online education and the effects. 

Summary 

In summary, in this section I reviewed literature that details the schooling and provision 

of educational services to students in Hawaiʻi after Hawaiʻi became a state in 1959. I created a 

timeline of public education in Hawaiʻi from 1959 to 2015, using a more comprehensive timeline 

compiled by the Office of Hawaiian Affairs (2017, p. 2), to detail the significant events that have 

occurred in legislation and educational policies since Hawaiʻi achieved statehood (See Table 2). 

Two key events on the timeline that are of relevance to this study are the establishment of the 

Hawaiian Language Immersion Program and the establishment of Hawaiian culture-based public 

charter schools. These mark the steady efforts toward the decolonization of school curricula and  
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reclamation of Kānaka Maoli ways of knowing and being.  

 

Hawaiian language immersion schools are schools where students, Kānaka Maoli and 

non-Kānaka Maoli alike, are taught exclusively in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi from kindergarten through 

grade 5. They were established, according to the HIDOE, in response to families whose children 

attended Hawaiian langauge immersion preschools and wanted their children to continue 

learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaii State Department of Education, n.d.). There are both traditional 

and charter public schools that offer the Hawaiian Language Immersion Program in Hawaiʻi. In 

Table 2 
 
Timeline of Public Education in Hawaiʻi after Statehood 

Decade Significant event 
1950-1960 Hawaiʻi becomes a state 
1960-1970 Hawaiian cultural renaissance leads to push for Hawaiian culture-based 

education 
1970-1980 State Constitution amended to mandate the promotion of Hawaiian culture, 

history and language; Hawaiian reinstated as an official langauge of the 
State 

1980-1990 Hawaiian Studies Program established within the Hawaiʻi Department of 
Education (HIDOE); the first Hawaiian immersion preschool (Pūnana Leo o 
Kauaʻi) is established; Hawaiʻi Revised Statutes established the Hawaiian 
language medium education program allowing Hawaiian langauge as an 
instruction medium in public schools; Hawaiian Language Immersion 
Programs (HLIP) piloted within the (HIDOE) 

1990-2000 Ka Papahana Kaiapuni, the Hawaiian Language Immersion Program, 
approved by the Hawaiʻi Board of Education (BOE) as a permanent K-12 
program 

2000-2010 Kanu o ka ʻĀina established as the first Hawaiian culture-based public 
charter school; Hawaiʻi BOE policy leads to State Constitution Article to 
create the Hawaiian Studies and Language Program, establish organizational 
structures, and allocate resources relating to the curricula, assessments, and 
study of Hawaiian culture, history, and language 

2010-Present Office of Hawaiian Education (OHE) officially established under the Office 
of the Superintendent 

Note. Table created by author. 
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addition to language immersion schools, there are also public charter schools in Hawaiʻi that 

offer a Hawaiian culture-based education. This context is critical to understanding the current  

status of schooling in Hawaiʻi. 

In Chapter 3, I will present the research methods and methodology of the current 

qualitative study. It will include information on the research design, methodology, and 

participant population and sampling procedures. The procedures for collecting, analyzing, and 

validating the data will also be detailed. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

ʻAno Hana 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the methods and methodology I will use to conduct the current 

qualitative study. I will include a re-statement of the problem, followed by the purpose of the 

study. Next, I present a re-statement of the research questions and research design, including the 

research methodology. This is followed by two sections on the participants in the study, both the 

population sample and the sampling procedures. I then present the instrumentation, data 

collection procedures, and data analysis. Lastly, I present my plan for vaildating the findings.  

Re-Statement of the Problem 

 COVID-19 upended the American school system. In a short amount of time, a large 

majority of public, private, and charter schools had to pivot from providing in-person schooling 

to providing remote learning, also called distance or virtual learning. To provide remote learning 

opportunities, these educational entities turned to digital, online platforms like Zoom and Google 

Classroom. To use these platforms, a student’s family needed technology, including devices 

(e.g., computer or tablet) and internet access. Additionally, Indigenous educators needed to find 

ways to be true to their mission of providing learning experiences that promote the preservation 

of Indigenous language, culture, and identity. Historically speaking, it has been well-documented 

that access to technology, devices, and the Internet have been limited and problematic for 

Indigenous students, but this is not the full extent of the issues with the digital divide (Strover, 

2014, p.116). The issues identified in the literature include technical shortcomings, geographical 

limitations, and impacts to cultural identity (Kress, 2008). School administrators and leaders 

need to know if these issues remain true or if they have changed in the time of COVID-19 
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because improved schooling experiences for Indigenous students depend on improved conditions 

for Indigenous educators in the school system we are continually looking to make better. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to understand the experience of remote learning and 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and educators in the time of COVID-19 so schooling of 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students—provided remotely or in-person—can be improved and 

support the preservation of Hawaiian culture-based education. 

Research Questions 

 This study seeks to answer three primary research questions: 

1. In what ways did schooling change for Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators because of the response to the COVID-19 outbreak?  

2. What effects, if any, did remote learning have on Hawaiian culture-based education as 

described by students and teachers? 

3. In what ways were the experiences of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and teachers the 

same and/or different in the time of COVID-19 (spring 2020 and fall 2020)? 

Research Design 

In this study, I will use portraiture as a qualitative methodology to explore the effects of 

COVID-19 on the schooling of Kānaka Maoli students, during the pandemic and from the 

perspectives of Kānaka Maoli students and Kānaka Maoli educators. For this study, portraiture is 

an appropriate methodology because it will allow me, the researcher, to establish two important 

things I will need to conduct a robust study of this Indigenous community: trust through intimate 

relationships and context to demonstrate the significance of these events. Lawrence-Lightfoot 

and Davis (1997) say a portraitist sees the “actors” (participants) in a study as “the best 
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authorities on their own experience” (p. 141). My goal is to use portraiture to demonstrate 

Kānaka Maoli students and educators are the authorities on telling their stories of what itʻs like to 

be in a Hawaiian culture-based school, in Hawaiʻi, during COVID-19. 

Portraiture 

Portraiture is a phenomenological methodology similar to narrative inquiry (Connelly and 

Clandinin, 1990). At the heart of portraiture methodology are the fundamental elements of 

ethnographic methods and qualitative research, but there is still the opportunity for the researcher 

to use personal insights in the analysis process. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) describe a 

research portrait as a narrative that tries to protray the intricate details of human experiences, 

situated in a social and cultural context (p. 11). Portraiture differs from other types of narrative 

inquiries in that it seeks to maintain the uniqueness of individuals and the diversity of individuals 

in the narrative. To be a true portraiture, a portraitist develops initimate, empathy-based 

relationships with participants and uses their perspectives and their own self-reflection to re-tell 

the experiences (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 148).  A key feature of portraiture is the 

voice of the reseacher. Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis (1007) say, “the voice of the researcher is 

everywhere: in the assumptions, preoccupations and framework she brings to the inquiry; in the 

questions she asks; in the data she gathers; in the choice of stories she tells; in the language, 

cadence, and rhythm of her narrative” (p. 85). As a Kānaka Maoli student and educator, this 

methodology will enable me to clearly indicate my positionality while giving voice to the 

participants in the study.  

The Portraiture Approach 

 The approach to portraiture is made up of five components: context, voice, relationship, 

emergent themes, and the aesthetic whole. The first component, context, is about the 
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environment of the study. The environment includes not only the physical place of the 

participants in a study, but also the “physical, geographic, temporal, historical, cultural, 

aesthetic-within which the action takes place” (Lawrence-Lightfood & Davis, 1997, p. 41). 

Understanding the value of the context helps the researcher situate the lived experiences of 

participants in ways that illuminate their stories and may help connect the audience to the 

participants. 

 The second component is voice, meaning the voice of the researcher. In portraiture, the 

portraitistʻs voice is omnipresent, but should be “a premeditated one, restrained, disciplined, and 

carefully controlled” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 85). In portraiture, voice is 

expressed in six ways: voice as witness, voice as preoccupation, voice as autobiography, voice in 

conversation, listening for voice, and voice as interpretation. In this study, voice will be used 

intentionally in two ways: voice as witness and voice as interpretation. As the portraitist, at times 

I will be an outsider, seeking to learn from the studyʻs insiders, so it will be important that I act 

as a witness to their experiences with the intent of re-telling their experiences. At the same time, 

I will need to use voice as interpretation to make meaning of their stories, both meaning of the 

experiences alone and meaning of the experiences to my self-reflection of the portraitist. 

 The third component is relationship-building. The purpose of relationships in portraiture 

is to help the researcher develop “empathetic regard” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 

146) for participants, and the empathy helps to deepen the relationship between the researcher 

and participants. Empathy is a crucial element of portraiture because it is what helps the 

researcher not just hear the stories of participants, but to see herself in the light of their stories. 

Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis (1997) say, “In developing relationships, the portraitist searches for 

what is good, for what works, for what is of value—looking for strength, resilience, and 
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creativity in the people, cultures, and institutions she is documenting” (p. 159). In pursuit of 

“what is good,” a portraitist also maintains boundaries that can act as reigns to keep the 

portraitist focused on the stories of the participants. 

 The fourth component is emergent themes. These themes are a result of iterative analyses 

of the data, conducted by the researcher, and the continual search for patterns. Analyses include 

coding, or naming the patterns, to start, then grouping of the codes. Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis 

(1997) describe five modes of “synthesis, convergence and contrast” (p. 193). These are: 

repetitive refrains, resonant metaphors, themes expressed through cultural and instituational 

rituals, triangulation, and themes and patterns among perspectives. 

 The fifth component is the aesthetic whole. This is the final story, told by the researcher 

in an interpreterʻs voice. In the arts, this would be the painted portrait, finished and ready to be 

shared. Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis (1997) liken the aesthetic whole to a finished quilt wherein 

the individual squares are woven together to create one blanket (p. 247). Dimensionality is added 

to the aesthetic whole by the elements of conception, structure, form, and cohesion. Conception 

is the overarching story, while struture provides the scaffolding for building the story, form the 

aesthetics, and cohesion the connective tissue. 

 The purpose of this study is to learn about the effects of a global health pandemic 

(COVID-19) on the schooling of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and educators. The elements 

of portraiture will give me an opportunity to tell the unique stories of the individuals and the 

stories of them collectively. I will be able to create empathetic relationships with participants and 

learn more about my own experiences as an Indigenous Kānaka Maoli student living and 

learning through COVID-19.  
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Population and Sample 

This study examines the effects of COVID-19 on the schooling of Kānaka Maoli students 

as conveyed by Kānaka Maoli students and educators. Kānaka Maoli students and educators 

were chosen for this study because as a small Indigenous group they are often overlooked or 

omitted in larger conversations about the quality and effectiveness of educational policies and 

decision-making. Purposive sampling will be used to identify Kānaka Maoli students to represent 

schooling by grade (elementary, middle, high, and post-high school grades) and Kānaka Maoli 

educators of each grade. Purposive sampling is appropriate for this study because it allows me to 

select study participants by categories that allow them to present the unique perspectives 

(Robinson, 2013, p. 32). In this instance, the ages of the participants, indicated by their grades in 

school, may create unique perspectives. 
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Sampling Procedures 

 To determine the sample for this study, I will use the four-point framework for sampling 

defined by Robinson (2014). The four points are: defining a sample universe; deciding on a 

sample size; selecting a sample strategy; and, sourcing sample (p. 25). The sample universe will 

be a homogenous sample that requires participants to be a Kānaka Maoli student or educator, as 

defined in the current study. Since I am using portraiture as my methodology, with a desire to 

create robust portraits of the study participants, I will be limiting the sample size to no more than 

8 participants. This sample size will give me the ability to provide a “defined identity” to 

individual participants and not have them subsumed by the larger group (Robinson, 2014, p. 29). 

I will use stratified purposive sampling to identify Kānaka Maoli students and educators for 

study participation. A cross-tabulated table is included to represent the stratification (see Table 

3). To source the sample, I will use the resources within my own network to begin advertising 

for partipcation in the current study. As a Kānaka Maoli, I have more intimate knowledge of 

what is culturally acceptable for Indigenous research, have more credibility, and may be able to 

establish trust more quickly with potential participants. In the recruitment advertisement, I will 

make clear the purpose of the study, my intentions for study instrumentation, and the proposed 

use of the data I collect. 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 
 
Stratified Sample byTwo Variables: Role and Grade 

Participants Elementary 
School 

Middle 
School 

High 
School 

Post-
High 

School 
Kānaka Maoli Students 1 1 1 1 

Kānaka Maoli Educators 1 1 1 1 

Note. Table created by the author 



   53 

Instrumentation and Data Collection Procedures 

 One of the characteristics of a good qualitative study is a study in which the researcher 

uses rigorous data collection procedures that include the researcher as an instrument of data 

collection (Creswell, 2013, p. 53). In the current study, which is a portraiture, I intend to use 

myself as the primary instrument of research and to create robust representations of the study 

participants and the context in which their stories are told. As a Kānaka Maoli researcher, it is 

important to me that I center Kānaka Maoli methodologies and methods in the data collection 

process. Smith (2012) says that beyond the important the methodology and method, Indigenous 

research must respect and enhance community processes (p. 130). For me, this means using what 

I know is accepted practice in my family and home community to engage in relationship-

building with the study participants. Thus, while I intend to conduct robust, in-person interviews, 

these will be treated as times of storytelling.  

The ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi term I will use for this type of storytelling is kukakuka. When 

translated, kukakuka means “talking story.” I spent my entire childhood and young adulthood 

sitting around (at kitchen tables, on the beach, at the homes of extended family members, etc.), 

talking story about everything and nothing all at once. Our ancestors passed information to each 

successive generation through this method of information-sharing so I find it valuable in 

communicating the lived histories that are common among community members. For this study, 

I intend to do more listening to the stories of the study participants than I do in questioning them 

along a line of inquiry beyond the initial question. I think in giving space and time for the 

participants to speak I will learn more than I could with a narrow line of inquiry. 

To provide some structure to the interviews, I will use interview protocols I have 

designed (See Appendices A and B). There is one protocol for students, another for educators. 
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The questions in the protocols are aligned to the primary research questions and will help to 

ensure I ask relevant, consistent questions that will provide the rich information I will need for 

providing relevant contextual information. Patton (2014) says the use of a guide (i.e., a protocol) 

provides the researcher with better control of the time spent with participants, ability to 

determine what additional information may be needed, and to gather details. 

Interviews with study participants may be conducted while the risks of contracting or 

transmitting COVID-19 remain high. Thus, I may conduct the interviews using a synchronous 

online tool (e.g., Zoom).  Janghorban et al. (2014) described some of the advantages and 

disadvantages of using an online synchronous tool for qualitative interviews. Advantages include 

convenience of time and place for the participant, ability to see non-verbal cues and body 

language for the researcher, and flexibility in scheduling for both researcher and participant 

(Janghorban et al., 2014, p. 1). To leverage these strengths, I will provide participants with a 

range of dates and times to select from for each of their interviews. This may encourage 

participation as it may be done at a time that poses the least interruption to their daily activities. 

Disadvantages of using an online synchronous tool may be the researcherʻs inability to see all of 

a participantʻs body language due to limitation of the range of vision offered through a webcam 

and the participantʻs inability to find an appropriate place for being interviewed (Janghorban et 

al., 2014, p. 1). These negative aspects donʻt pose a significant risk to this study. 

In addition to the in-depth, open-ended interviews I intend to conduct, I plan on 

observing the study participants in their communities, allowing them to show me what they think 

is important for me to know about them. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) say a “search for 

goodness” is a search for “truth—or for the complex and competing truths that combine to shape 

an authentic narrative” (p. 146). Relevant to this study, on-site observations of participants will 
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help me create more dynamic portraits. While on-site, in the communities of participants, I 

intend to take some photos, if they seem appropriate and study participants feel they are valuable 

contributions to their stories. I will also maintain a journal of my observations and reflections of 

my observations. 

Data Analysis 

 To analyze the data, I will do multiple readings of my notes, my observations, and my 

reflections. As I read, I will take note of the way I recall the stories of the participants and the 

way I recall my feelings were in response to their stories. I will use an inductive approach in my 

review, directed at identifying patterns or themes that will be coded to identify similarities and/or 

differences, particularly as I look to compare the individual portraits of students and teachers. 

If I am able to take photos, I will reflect on my photos and what those snippets of points 

in time add to the stories of the participants. In using this approach to my data analysis I intend to 

be a portraitist Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) say: “...attends faithfully to the authentic 

voice of the subject and is simultaneously and ever aware of the disposition and articulation of 

her own voice” (p. 130).  

Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness, I will employ three strategies defined by Guba (1985) and Sim 

and Shartp (1998) in Korstjens and Mosen (2018): conducting a member check, using thick 

descriptions, and triangulation (p. 121).  While writing, I will call participants to check the 

accuracy of the facts I am presenting and when the portraits are complete, I will provide a draft 

to the individual study participants for review. By providing them opportunities to review, 

challenge, and provide feedback to me on how their stories are told, it will help me maintain 

reflexivity and will assist me in self-correcting. As a portraiture, my study lends itself well to the 
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use of thick descriptions as a strategy for deepening trustworthiness. Through the intimate 

conversations and observations, I will be able to contextualize each of the portraits so that an 

outsider may be able to better understand who the individuals are. Lastly, I will triangulate the 

data from the interviews, the notes made during observations, and the themes I identify. 

My Position 

As I reflect on my life, from being a young Kānaka Maoli child living in a mixed-race 

household, in a mostly Kānaka Maoli community to being an adult Kānaka Maoli living in a 

mixed-race marriage, raising a mixed-race child in a non-Kānaka Maoli community, I am acutely 

aware of the dual roles I held and continue to hold in the Kānaka Maoli community. I am and 

always have been both outsider and insider. My lived experiences and hidden ideologies have 

influenced my research interests and processes (Creswell, 1998). My worldview has been shaped 

by family, but mostly my mother and grandmother. Though both deceased,  these strong Kānaka 

Maoli women taught me about our ancestors, about our homeland, and about my kuleana to keep 

this knowledge alive.  

 I started to develop my beliefs about education and schooling when I was a young 

student. I was a Kānaka Maoli student, living in a mostly-Kānaka Maoli community and yet my 

teachers were not Kānaka Maoli. Not only were my teachers non-Kānaka Maoli, many of them 

were new to Hawaiʻi and had no knowledge of our language, our culture, or anything else. I 

remember thinking, almost daily, “How am I supposed to relate?” Itʻs from these non-Kānaka 

Maoli teachers that I learned about a program called Teach for America. I have a distinct 

memory of a math teacher I had in high school. He was from Iowa and he would tell us, often, 

that he couldnʻt wait to “do my time” and get back to Iowa. I remember feeling a sense of 
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disdain for his lack of commitment to us and it made me not want to be in his class or go to 

school. 

 As a researcher, I look back at experiences like that and I see how they shaped the lens 

through which I see the world and influence the way I think about the schooling of other 

Indigenous students. My positionality, then, is best explained by a conceptual framework created 

by Secules et al. (2020). It is a position based on the intersection of my identity, my research 

topic and the methodolgy I propose using (portraiture), and my lived experiences. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed why portraiture will be the best method for exploring the 

research questions identified in my study. The research participants, Kānaka Maoli students and 

educators, will be selected by purposive methods and will need to meet certain criteria for 

selection and participation. The stories of the lived experiences of the participants will be 

collected through semi-structured interviews in which I will use an interview protocol I design. 

To ensure trustworthiness, I will use member checking, thick descriptions, and triangulation.  

In Chapter 4, I will present the findings of the study. The voices of the participants will 

be heard through my re-telling of their stories and my voice will be that of a researcher, co-

constructor of meaning, and portraitist. I will seek to “weave the tapestry” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 

1997, p. 247) of their experiences using the four elements of conception, structure, form, and 

cohesion. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Nā Hopena 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli 

educators and students in the time of COVID-19. This chapter is broken into three sections and 

contains eight portraits, which consists of four educators and four students. All are members of 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli schools that use a Hawaiian culture-based curriculum. The first 

section is an overview of the data collection process and analysis, as well as a high level 

overview of the emergent themes from the interviews. The second section of this chapter consists 

of eight portraits of the individual study participants. The order of the presentation of portraits 

begins with the students, starting with the oldest and ending with the youngest. This is followed 

by the educators, presented in the order they were interviewed.  

Sample 

 There were eight participants in the study, four students and four educators. The students, 

called keiki in this study, represented the continuum of grade levels: one early elementary 

student, one elementary student, one middle school student, and one high school student. All of 

the students are of Kānaka Maoli ancestry and attend Ke Kula ʻo Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu Iki,  a 

Hawaiian language and culture-based school described in more detail in Chapter One of this 

study. The educators, called kumu in this study, were all elementary school teachers. Two of the 

kumu teach at Ke Kula ʻo Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu Iki and two of the kumu teach at Kamaile 

Academy. Kamaile Academy is a Hawaiian culture-based charter school, where, according to its 

public profile, “students learn about Hawaiian values, customs, traditions, music, legends, and 

language” (Kamaile Academy, n.d.). Recruitment efforts were made as described in Chapter 
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Three, with an effort to recruit a range of teachers of different grade levels, but were not 

successful. While I was able to recruit teachers of different grades, they were all elementary 

school teachers. All of the teachers recruited were Indigenous Educators as defined in this study. 

Data Collection 

 Eight interviews, one conducted with each of the keiki and kumu, are the primary source 

of data for this study. I used the online platform Zoom to conduct the interviews because 

COVID-19 made it difficult to travel to Hawaiʻi. With the permission of each of the keiki and 

kumu, I recorded the Zoom interviews and transcribed them immediately after. After each 

interview, I used my researcher journal to make notes about my initial reactions to the interview. 

After I completed all of the interviews and made my individual entries for the interviews in my 

researcher journal, I started to reflect on my deeper thoughts about what I learned from the keiki 

and kumu. To focus my reflections, I used three guiding questions for my journal entries: What 

did you learn from the participants? What insights were expected? What were you surprised to 

hear? This approach allowed me to start to position myself as the portraitist who was going to 

begin to stitch together the varied experiences of the keiki and kumu in a way that would make 

the portraiture methodology to come to life. I had planned to take photographs of the participants 

in their communities, but travel limitations put in place because of COVID-19 prevented me 

from going to Hawaiʻi. While this would have added some depth to the portraits of the 

participants, it did not take away from the substance of their portraits. 

Data and Analysis 

After all eight interviews were completed, I used an online software, ATLAS.ti, to 

conduct an analysis of the interview transcripts. The transcripts were uploaded to ATLAS.ti and 

manually coded using the software. After the initial coding, I compared the notes in my 
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researcher journal to the codes in ATLAS.ti to look for converging themes, repetitive codes, or 

contradicting themes. In portraiture, data analysis is done through identification of emergent 

themes based on “five modes of synthesis, convergence, and contrast” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Davis, 1997, p. 193) The five modes are: repetitive refrains; resonant metaphors; symbolic 

expressions, themes expressed through cultural and institutional rituals; triangulation to 

interweave data; and, creating themes to reveal contrast and connect similartities amont 

participants (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Using these modes as anchors for my analysis, 

I identified ten themes, each related to the central issue of changed schooling because of 

COVID-19. Additionally, these themes were shared, in some extent, by keiki and kumu in the 

study. A visual representation of the relationships between the themes and COVID-19 can be 

seen in Figure 2. A comprehensive review of the data analyis procedures I used can be found in 

Appendix C. The findings in the next section are the portraits of the participants, presented in a 

way that tells the story of the relationships between the themes and how they affected the keiki 

and kumu in this study. 

The purpose of this portraiture research was to uncover the effects of COVID-19 on the 

lived schooling experiences of Kānaka Maoli students and educators. Their stories are written as 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis describes: “to portray actors as the primary knowledge bearers, 

and to convey their perspectives, perceptions, and values” (p. 27). Throughout the presentation 

of portraits, my voice as the portraitist is ever-present, adding depth, nuance, refinement, or 

relational value to the individual and collective stories of the study’s participants. As the students 

were sharing their stories of learning in the time of COVID-19, I found myself nodding in 
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agreement or internally making note of the differences in my own experiences as an Indigenous 

Kānaka Maoli student in the time of COVID-19. As the educators told their stories, I thought of 

my own professional work. As someone who helps create curricular and assessment 

Figure 2 

Overview of Emergent Themes 

 
 
Source: Figure created by the author 

 

products for teachers and schools, I recognize I have a part to play in how Indigenous educators 

are experiencing the schooling response to COVID-19. Portraiture proved to be the most 

valuable methodology for capturing the breadth of the continuum of the participant’s experiences 

and my deep reflections in response to their stories, providing a canvas for each person’s story 

while creating a gallery to demonstrate their connectedness. 

After the data analysis was completed, I used a member checking process to validate the 

results. The portrait of each participant were sent to them by email. For the students in the study, 
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I sent the completed portraits of each student to the student and to their parents. The teachers’ 

portraits were sent directly to each teacher. The portraits included their comments, captured in 

language directly from the written transcripts, and my reflections in response to their comments. 

To increase my trustworthiness with the participants, it was important to me that I not only send 

a transcript of the interviews, but to include the context in which I would be bringing their voices 

to readers. Birt et al. (2016) say, “The credibility of member checking rests not in the “doing” of 

the procedure but in the reporting of the outcomes, for it is only through good quality reporting 

that others can make judgments on whether the methods have enhanced the credibility of the 

results” (p. 1809). The positive feedback I received from the participants reaffirmed conducting 

this check with each of them helped make me more credible. 

Nā Keiki 

Background 

 All of the keiki in this study attend Ke Kula ʻO Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu Iki, a lab public 

charter school in Hawaiʻi, described in detail in Chapter One of this study. The background of 

each child can be found in Table 4. While I intended to recruit at least one post-high school aged 

student, I was unable to despite attempts through my networks and public recruitment. The 

interviews with the keiki occurred in January 2021, but the questions asked of the keiki were 

about their experiences at the end of the 2019-2020 school year, when COVID-19 first affected 

how their school operated, and about their continued experiences in the 2020-2021 school year. 

 

 

 



   63 

Table 4  

Demographic Information for Keiki 

Name Age Grade level Race/Ethnicity 

Keiki Mua Loa 17 12 Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Keiki Kualua 14  9 Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Keiki Kolu 10  4 Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Keiki Hapaha 7  2 Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Note. Table created by the author. 
 

Keiki Mua Loa 

 As the oldest keiki in the study, Hanalei was the keiki with most to say and the one with 

the most confidence. On the day of the interview, I was impressed that Hanalei was on his 

computer early, without a reminder from me that our interview was going to be conducted right 

after his school day ended. He had his AirPods in, connected to his iPad, and asked me if I could 

hear him well enough. It was a thoughtful gesture that got me thinking about how well 

acclimated he seemed to be to using this kind of technology for having conversations. Iʻm not 

sure this was a product of being a remote learner for over a year or of being a young person, but 

in either case, his ease put me at ease.  

 When Hanalei is not doing school work or practicing for one of the sports he plays, he is 

also a barber. During COVID-19, Hanalei was able to travel to clients or have them travel to his 

family’s home for haircuts.  He used social media and word-of-mouth to advertise his services, 

and ensured potential clients knew he would minimize risks of COVID-19 transmission with the 

use of face masks. To help me learn more about Hanalei, I reviewed his barber page on 

Instagram. There, I saw photos of many young men who went to Hanalei for haircuts. From the 



   64 

smiles and laughs someone photographed, it looked as though all of them enjoyed themselves, 

too. It made me wonder if this was a creative way to have some social interaction with peers 

since opportunities for socialization during COVID-19 has been so scarce. I could relate to this 

because I have a young child for whom I have to find creative ways to have social interactions. 

In the absence of these social interactions, my daughter has created her own social circles with 

everyone from children in the neighborhood with whom she engages in parallel play from across 

the street to play dates on Zoom where she and other children engage in their own play, but talk 

to one another about their play.  

 Changed schooling and learning. Hanalei seemed eager to talk about the way COVID-

19 has affected him as a learner. As a senior in high school, he talked about the ways schooling 

was different than it was when he was younger. He said of his experience and that of his peers,  

“We're not used to just being on the electronics all day, especially for school. There's something 

different.” When I encouraged him to tell me about what was different, he said:  

Just the fact that we could see like, like I said, just one on one, seeing the curriculum, like 

on the board and not on a screen. In person just has something different. For me, it 

doesnʻt matter ʻcause I can do either, by for my younger siblings and my classmates, itʻs 

hard for them. 

Hanalei continued: 

Our connection with our teachers is, like, we have a strong bond with them. So I feel like 

just seeing them over the computer is just so different. I feel like just being able to 

socialize with people was like something like, you know, it's something very special and 

we donʻt have that now. In our school, like, we're so like close like everybody knows 

everybody. If you go to any public school over here and you see a person walking by and 
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you don't know their name. But we are really, really, really so close, so we can walk past 

anybody, and weʻre not gonna not know their names. I know who kids are going down to 

like second grade and I'm in 12th grade. And this is a very rare for any kind of school. 

Right away it became evident to me that Hanalei was reflecting on the instructional modality, 

remote learning, and how it made him feel as a learner. His comments made me think back to my 

initial observations of him. I perceived him to be confident and assumed him to be comfortable 

with using Zoom for conversing. However, I didnʻt think about way remote learning could be 

changing the way he and other students were processing the information they were being given. 

It is also evident that it isnʻt just about the change to the logistics (from being in the classroom to 

being connected digitally), but the change in the relationships with his teachers and his peers. He 

said there is something “special” about that kind of closeness and it tugged a bit at my heart. To 

hear this young man talk about his relationships with his teachers with that kind of fondness 

made me think of how differently I experienced teachers in my own schooling. I tried to think of 

even one teacher I felt that close to in all the time I was in K-12 and could hardly remember any 

teachersʻ names or faces. He was right in his assertion that what he has at his school is something 

special. 

Hanalei went on to explain how his feelings changed from the time they started remote 

learning, which was when COVID-19 came on to the scene in spring 2020, and to the present 

time in spring 2021: 

The last quarter, so fourth quarter of last year, I thought this was all very cool. I was a 

junior in high school and I was thinking, yeah, I can just cruise at home. We thought it 

was gonna be fine. And then first quarter of this year was, like, it was fine. But a month 
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into the year and I was over it already. I think, you know, just the fact that we're staying 

on our computers for like eight hours a day. Itʻs just too much. 

Hanalei is a student athlete. He plays on his high school’s football and volleyball teams. Hanalei 

talked about the toughtest part of the change to the way he can participate in his schooling being 

the impact to him as an athlete: 

With the sports perspective of everything, that was like the most toughest part because 

for people who play sports, we can't even get like videos like clips or highlights to send 

out to these colleges and I think that just the virus itself is just, of course, making 

everything a big headache for a lot of the seniors. 

I could sense defeat in the way Hanalei talked about the effects of remote learning and the lack 

of school-sponsored sports. He has played organized sports since he was five years old and 

hoped to go to college with a scholarship to play a sport for his selected school. Hearing him talk 

about those moments slipping away right in front of his eyes were just painful. I can’t imagine 

what it’s like to have a lifelong dream threatened by something you cannot control. Hanalei 

continued to talk about the impact to the senior class, saying: “not being socially active with 

other people and like for us, not having all these you know activities, senior activities has made it 

hard to enjoy our last year of high school.” As a student completing my final semester of a 

terminal degree, I agree with these sentiments. It’s difficult to enjoy being in the final semester 

and to look forward to graduation when odds are, graduation will be a virtual experience.  

I also feel regret that I won’t have had time with my peers and other students in my 

graduate cohort. We started our journey to final defense three years ago and in the first two 

years, we were able to see one another regularly, attend classes with one another, share meals 

with one another before or after classes, and become a unified cohort. In the last year, because of 
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COVID-19, we haven’t been able to have any of those interactions. We have not spent any face 

time with one another or with our instructors and advisors. Like Hanalei, I am finding it hard to 

enjoy my last year of schooling. 

Changed teacher practices. In one of his most insightful remarks, Hanalei expressed 

that another way remote learning has changed the way his school is operating is the way teachers 

do their jobs. He said, “I think that one aspect that schools, not only ours but all schools are 

struggling in is because like the teacher can't really control what their students are doing at home 

in their home.” I didnʻt take that statement, “teachers canʻt control what the students are doing at 

home,” as a flippant comment. Instead, I thought it reflected some critical thinking on Hanaleiʻs 

part. It revealed to me that he was observing the changed role of the teacher from being one of 

what he perceived to be “controlling childrenʻs behavior” to that of “engaging students and 

motivating them to be present.” This kind of reflective teaching is a sign of the burgeoning adult 

Hanalei is becoming.  

Hanalei expressed a sentiment similar to one I have often been asked out in my 

professional life. In my work, I conduct virtual webinars with teachers across the United States, 

all whom work in different settings and contexts. One of the frequently asked questions I get 

from webinar attendees is, “We are doing remote learning. What do I do when the children don’t 

do what I’m asking them to do in class?” To me, this question reflects what Hanalei observed: 

teachers who are not sure of how to control or manage a classroom when there are no physical 

structures to create boundaries and expectations. What I do, then, is help these struggling 

teachers and schools find other ways to keep students engaged so there isn’t a need to “control” 

anyone. It becomes an invitation for learning. 
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Hawaiian language carries on. For Hanalei, being able to continue using ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

is important. During our interview, there were numerous times his mother said something in 

ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi to Hanalei and he responded in kind. I asked Hanalei if COVID-19 has changed 

how much heʻs learning about ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and he said: 

Iʻm happy we at least, we are able to like, you know, keep learning our language. Even 

like so for me I have college courses that are all Hawaiian language. I have been able to 

keep taking my classes and keep getting college credits so when I graduate I will already 

have credits that can transfer. Sometimes I take for granted I speak Hawaiian until, like, 

for me, like, somebody comes up to me and says, oh, you can speak Hawaiian? Or, can 

you speak to me?  I'm like, oh, Yeah, I guess so. Let's go. It's like, it's like a perk to know. 

It's like super cool and I used it like this on multiple occasions. At home, me and my 

parents and my siblings we use it often. 

 The interview with Hanalei ended with me asking Hanalei if he understood what was 

going to happen next with the research study. He said yes and that he was happy to be able to tell 

his story. I could feel the sincerity of his comments. This 17-year-old young man was so open 

with me and willing to engage in a dialogue that felt very friendly. Hanalei’s confidence in his 

speaking abilities and presence made him a good storyteller. I told him that I thought he was a 

good storyteller,  thanked him for his time, and we went our individual ways.  

Keiki Kualua 

Kolonahe was the second student I interviewed for this study. At the start of COVID-19, 

he was an eigth-grader in a middle school. At the time of our interview, he was a ninth-grader in 

his first year in high school. I conducted the interview with Kolonahe on the day before his 

school was going to return from winter break. When he got on to the Zoom call, he had just 
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come in from being outdoors. He was a bit more quiet and subdued than I expected, but the 

conversation flowed easily.  

Kolonahe is the second oldest of four children. He is tall and has broad shoulders, 

resembling a football player. Kolonahe’s father told me that Kolonahe is proud of his Hawaiian 

heritage. He once shared an anecdote about Kolonahe that helped me understand how he knows 

his son is proud of his culture. The story Kolonahe’s father told me was about the way Kolonahe 

treats the hae Hawaiʻi, the Hawaiian flag. He said, “We went up to the Mauna many times and 

this guy took his huge Hawaiian flag every time. And every time we were there, he held the pole 

with the hae like it was untouchable. He wouldn’t ever let it touch the ground or let anything 

happen to it. We could be up there all day and he would still be holding ‘em.” I thought about 

that story now as I was getting ready to ask Kolonahe my first question. This young man across 

from me via my laptop’s screen was one of deep cultural pride and love. I was curious if this 

would come up during our time together because I, too, feel a deep sense of pride and love for all 

things Hawaiian.   

 Impact of COVID-19. Kolonahe spoke passionately about the changes to his schooling 

because of COVID-19. He did not indicate all changes were bad changes. He said: 

School before all of this was kind of hard. I think because we was in the school for a long 

time we know everything to do and that part is easier. I personally like distance learning 

because it's more easier and I can focus more on my homework and my work and my 

family. I like how we can do more computer stuff and research on our own instead of the 

teachers telling us everything because there's a point in life where we have to do it on our 

own. This is kind of like a good practice. 
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This perspective of preferring remote learning to in-person schooling seemed to fit with 

Kolonaheʻs temperament. He was a quiet, calm keiki during our interview. He was slow and 

deliberate in his responses, pausing to think of what he wanted to say and then decidedly pointed 

with his words. To me, Kolonahe seemed to be an observer first, then an actor. For him, remote 

learning still allowed him to be a watcher and gave him a nudge to become more of an actor. He 

said he liked to do research on his own, which isn’t something I would expect to hear from a 

high school freshman student. I could empathize, though, with Kolonahe because I have always 

been more of an observer, especially in a school setting, and I enjoyed independent time to 

engage in active learning. I hadn’t considered the changes to schooling being celebrated for the 

ways it demands students to be more autonomous and independent, but Kolonahe clearly found 

that beneficial. 

 Changed schooling and learning. To further illustrate how schooling was different 

because of COVID-19, Kolonahe shared a story about a project he engaged in: 

So, we had this project for our stamps, these Hawaiian stamps, and it was hard because 

we had to pick up our stuff from school and we couldn't really learn in person. So it was 

kind of like we were just on our own, and we had to keep trying to figure it out by 

ourselves. That was hard to do because we didn’t have the kind of teaching like we would 

in person. 

This may seem like a contradiction to Kolonahe’s previous statement where he said he liked 

having to do research on his own, but I don’t think it is as much a contradiction as it is an 

illustration of the varied needs of students. Kolonahe said he likes being made to do research on 

his own because there will be a time in his life where he will need to do it for himself. He didn’t 

say he’s ready to do that just yet and this story about his project on Hawaiian stamps 
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demonstrates it would have been easier if he had the in-person support he needed to get it done. I 

understand these dual feelings. I am enrolled in an online doctoral program because I value my 

independence as a learner, thinker, and researcher. It would be easy to assume the changes to my 

schooling because of COVID-19—being fully remote—would be welcome. However, there are 

times where I desperately wish for peers to learn alongside and instructors to have face-to-face 

discussions about my thoughts. Kolonahe’s final thoughts reflected that he missed these 

opportunities, too.   

He said: 

I miss the teachers just talking and explaining stuff to us. I kind of miss just hearing the  

teachers talk to us not on the computer but in person. I think the relationship with my 

teachers are probably better because they talk to us on the computer more than we could 

have in person but I still miss what we could do in person. 

Keiki Kolu and Keiki Hapaha 

Kūpono and Kekaimālie were the third and fourth keiki I interviewed for this study. I 

have decided to paint their portraits as two subjects on one canvas because, together, they were 

able to tell the story of the effects of COVID-19 on elementary students. As soon as Kūpono was 

on the screen, I knew he was going to have fun during the interview. He was happy and friendly, 

smiling a smile that lit up the computer screen. Kekaimālie was much less animated than 

Kūpono. She was quiet and observant and, while she said she was sure she wanted to talk with 

me, her mom stayed nearby during our interview. 

As I prepared for my interviews with the two youngest keiki in the study, I thought long 

and hard about their ages and how that may affect their ability to answer the questions I would 

ask. As an early childhood educator, I know that many factors affect how children respond to 
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adults. Foremost, is the child’s need to feel safe in the context of a trusting relationship. I 

anticipated opening our conversations with some fun questions or general banter about the day. I 

even thought of supplemental questions I could ask if the conversations seemed to fall. However, 

I didn’t get to use all of the ideas I had come up with because Kūpono and Kekaimālie were able 

to stay engaged. For Kūpono, I think his temperament and overall gregarious nature helped him 

be an engaging participant. Kekaimālie, on the other hand, was made more comfortable by me 

letting her know that it was okay for her mom to be by her side. The closeness of her mother, 

then, helped her relax and open up to me about her experiences. 

Life before COVID-19. When I interviewed Kūpono, I asked my first question and he 

engaged right way, and talked about the ways his school life was different since COVID-19. He 

said: 

Before COVID, it was hard to wake up early and do stuff. But, in person works better. I 

miss having fun with my friends cause you can, like, talk to your friends on the computer 

but you canʻt really see them. 

Kūpono had a wide grin on his face when he said it was hard to wake up early for school before 

COVID-19. When I asked a follow up question, he said it was hard because as soon as they left 

for school, they would be gone all day until the evening because of how far the school is from 

their home and because of the activities they did after school. Yet, even in light of waking up 

early being a challenge, Kūpono still thought in-person schooling was better. His comments 

reminded me of being a young child in school. I was always an eager learner so I really enjoyed 

going to school. For some of my siblings, however, school was not as enjoyable. It was so bad 

that my mom once gave us an option to stay in school or to be homeschooled and she would be 

the teacher.  
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I chose to stay in school, but 3 of my siblings decided they wanted to be homeschooled 

instead. To stay in school was not an easy decision for me even though I loved learning. We 

lived so far away from my school that the school bus routes did not come out to us. So, most 

mornings I had to wake extra early so I could walk to the city bus stop or walk all the way to my 

school. I chose to do it because, for me, there was just something that felt better about being in 

school.  

When I asked Kekaimālie about her life since COVID-19 interrupted their schooling, she 

said, “I like that I donʻt have to worry about like forgetting stuff since Iʻm at home.  And, when 

we were going in person last year we had to use masks. That was different than before.” 

Kekaimālie quickly talked about one of the perks of being at home to do schooling—no 

worrying about what is remembered! Kekaimālie is seven-years-old so when I heard this from 

her, I immediately thought about my five-year-old daughter and how less stressed she is in the 

mornings because she doesnʻt have worry about making sure everything has made it into her 

backpack. The amount of stuff young students have to be responsible is incredible: homework 

folders, writing folders, communication books, journals, notes from teachers, notes from parents, 

and more. During COVID-19, when my daughter was able to attend in-person learning for a 

short period of time, the backpack contents increased to include hand sanitizer, face masks, 

individually packed tissues, and her personal supply of writing materials. As I list these items 

down I am feeling a bit in awe at what these young students have been managing. Schooling is 

not just different because of remote learning; itʻs different because COVID-19 has changed the 

way the school community has had to think about keeping students, teachers, and staff healthy 

and safe. 
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 Socialization. Both Kūpono and Kekaimālie said they miss having fun with their friends 

at school. Kūpono said, “On the computer, all I can do is do screen captures of my friends and 

my teachers. I miss having fun with my friends in person.” I felt such empathy for Kūpono when 

he made these comments. “All I can do is screen captures”—he was looking for ways to keep the 

presence of his peers for later reference. I felt such a profound sadness for the lack of face-to-

face camaraderie he has missed out on.  

The feelings of ʻmissingʻ the socialization of in person schooling these keiki expressed 

called up memories of being in elementary school for me. I remember being in the second grade, 

running in the green grass of my elementary school after the school day ended. My friends, my 

siblings, even my cousins would run for hours in the field of my elementary school. We would 

do cartwheels and play rounds of games like tag and chasemaster, falling down in laughter to 

often our bare legs and feet would itch from the grass. Sometimes, we would play on the 

playground equipment, climbing up the slide, jumping off monkey bars, and taking turns on the 

seesaw. As Kūpono and Kekaimālie were talking about missing playing with their friends, my 

heart went out to them and the childhood memories they are not able to have because of COVID-

19. 

Hawaiian language continues. Kūpono and Kekaimālie had interesting responses to my 

questions about the ways in which their learning about the Hawaiian culture and ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

continued or were changed. Kūpono said, “We keep on learning Hawaiian. We are going to learn 

some other languages, too, but itʻs easy to do Hawaiian cause we speak it at home with our 

parents and our family.” Kekaimālie said, “Itʻs easier to learn the language like this.” The 

repeated refrain of language learning being easy with remote learning and during COVID-19 

challenged my assumptions about the ways that remote learning could affect learning a second or 
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other language. I thought about my own experiences with learning ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi as a young 

student. In elementary school, we had a kupuna, or Hawaiian elder, who would visit our 

classrooms at least once a week. She or he would teach us ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi through songs and 

games and hands-on activities like making lei or weaving lau hala. To me, this was the best way 

to learn the language so when Kūpono and, later, Kekaimālie both expressed that it was easier to 

learn ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi online, I couldnʻt imagine how that could be.  

At one point of the interview with Kekaimālie, her mom (Mary) started to chime in to 

support Kekaimālieʻs responses. Mary said: 

The question you asked about, like, if it's easier to learn the language. I think she 

answered yeah because she's not required to speak as much, right, when you really think 

about it, they're really not learning getting the full extent of the schooling because they're 

not surrounded by it. I can tell you, thatʻs one of the new problems seen a lot. 

Having Maryʻs insights added depth and context to Kekaimālieʻs story. Mary added what she 

observed and thought was making the learning of the language seem more amenable with remote 

learning—that there wasnʻt as much of an expectation or demand on the children to speak ʻŌlelo 

Hawaiʻi at all times like it is when the children are on campus in-person. Mary went on to offer 

her opinion of how remote learning may be affecting other children. She said: 

Also, the kindergarteners have no prior language experience and nor does mom and dad 

speak the language. They only know words here and there kind of thing. Actually, there 

may be some who speak the same language, but usually from my experience, you can see 

the children who don't have prior language. In my experience, they'll start understanding 

within a month or two of [being in school]. And then they will clearly understand and 

start come, conversing back, right before December. So, right before they go on break. 
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But when they come back in January, itʻs like a like a flicker from January to like March 

and then by the end of the year, then you kind of already see that child making progress.  

Maryʻs remarks painted a vivid picture of what life was like before COVID-19 and the effects of 

it on schooling for very young learners who are new to school and new to ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

immersion. She went on to share that the school administrators recognized this negative effect 

was occuring and decided to make some decisions about in-person schooling to help minimize 

the problem. Mary said: 

I'm assuming all the other kids who didn't have prior experience are struggling big time 

and they're not where we would normally see them because of [being] online...And I 

think because of that, um, they [school administrators] made the choice, they made the 

decision to take back all kindergarten and first graders. So they're all face-to-face full 

time. Also, our Internet on Big Island is not like you folks. And I think I shared that with 

you, itʻs not like you folks not like, well, it is very rural in some areas still and the system 

just don't get out there. Thereʻs no Internet, you know, service in different areas. So they 

have to take kids like that. They also started taking children who are students who weren't 

academically inclined, who are struggling already. So, then this semester they made the 

decision to put back all kindergarten and first grade in because they see that, one, their 

attention span cannot go that long. Right. Yeah. I mean just these parents are struggling 

and crying, saying they're trying to fight their kid just to stay on for an hour.  

Mary wanted to follow up with something positive about the school. She said: 

The way they run their schedule and everything is almost as if they're still in school. So, I 

feel like their experience is probably not as traumatic as other young people. I find it very 

well. I'm sitting here with them and I pretty much gotta be their assistant. So, I see what 
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the teachers do and I compare it to how they would do it. And luckily, I work in a school 

too, and I know these teachers and I know pretty much all of their styles and their 

schedules and whatnot, that I feel like they're doing their absolute best in trying to keep it 

the same way. 

Nā Kumu 

Background 

 All of the kumu in this study are Indigenous educators, meaning they are of Kānaka 

Maoli ancestry or teach keiki who are of Kānaka Maoli ancestry. Two teachers work at Ke Kula 

ʻO Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu Iki, a lab public charter school located in Keaʻau, Hawaiʻi. The school 

is described in detail in Chapter One of this study. The other teachers work at Kamaile Academy 

in Waiʻanae, Hawaiʻi.  Kamaile Academy is a Hawaiian culture-based charter school. According 

to its public profile, “students learn about Hawaiian values, customs, traditions, music, legends, 

and language” (Kamaile Academy, n.d.). Recruitment efforts were made as described in Chapter 

3, with an effort to recruit a range of teachers of different grade levels, but were not successful. 

While I was able to recruit teachers of different grades, they were all elementary school teachers. 

The background of each kumu can be found in Table 5. The interviews occurred in January 2021 

and the questions asked of the kumu were about their experiences at the end of the 2019-2020 

school year, when COVID-19 first affected how their school operated, and about their continued 

experiences in the 2020-2021 school year. 

 

 



   78 

Table 5 

Demographic Information about Kumu 

Name 
 

Gender Age Grade level Race/Ethnicity 

Kumu Mua Loa 
 
M 67 2nd African-American 

Kumu Kualua 
 
F 57 5th & 6th Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Kumu Kolu 
 
F 41 4th Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Kumu Hapaha 
 
F 44 3rd Multi-racial, including Kānaka Maoli 

Note. Table created by the author. 
 

Kumu Mua Loa 

 The first kumu I interviewed was Kumu Mua Loa, the only male kumu in my study. He 

also is my father. I was eager to interview him because I thought his perspctive would be a very 

unique one. My dad is a 67 year-old African-American who lives and teaches in the community 

in which he raised six children, children who are also one-half Kānaka Maoli. My hometown, 

Waiʻanae, Hawaiʻi, is on the westernmost part of the island of Oʻahu. According to recent census 

estimates, 40% of the population is Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander and the 

percentage of persons in poverty is 24%. My dad has taught in this community since my mom 

passed away 28 years ago. He made a career change, from that of a pipefitter to that of a teacher, 

so he could care for his children that were still in school. My dad has taught special education for 

his entire teaching career. This context about my dad is important as it helps paint the 

background of his portrait. 

Before COVID-19. Kumu Mua Loa had a lot to say about COVID-19 and how it has 

affected him as an educator. He said: 
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Before COVID, there was a lot of socialization that went along with attendance. It was 

socialization on the part of the faculty, on the part of the students. It was like the hub of 

the community because of all the activities on the weekend, in the evenings, even before 

and after school, but that's all no more. Now, there's like a ghost town. The school is a 

ghost town and going along with that, school being a ghost town is like a part of these 

people are missing. A part of the teachers are missing and part of the students are 

missing. Everybody misses all of the life. We just call it life. School was so lively and so 

alive. And now there's none of that. 

With those deeply reflective statements at the start of our interview, Kumu Mua Loa revealed 

how dramatic the impact to the school community has been. To have the school now called a 

“ghost town” paints a solemn picture. Then, to go on to lament about what is missing—for the 

teachers and students—deepens the greys in that picture. 

 My dadʻs comments hit me hard in the gut because I know how much he cares about 

students and his fellow teachers, as well as the greater community. When we were growing up, 

my dad spent many long hours at school, and even more at home, preparing to give students his 

very best each day. He could be counted on to consider their academic needs and even more so, 

to help define and meet the needs of their well-being. There were days when students would 

should up on our front porch, in need of food or some other necessity. My dad taught us to 

always welcome his students and to treat them as we would treat one another as siblings. Other 

times, we would be at the grocery store or at the beach and parents of his students would come 

up to my dad and start talking about problems they were having with their children at home. My 

dad never turned them away. He always made time to converse, to answer questions, to validate 

feelings, and to assure the families he would take care of their children. So, to hear him now say 
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that kind of community lifeblood is gone saddens me. I can only imagine how devastating the 

loss feels in the community. 

 Changed teacher practices. In addition to the effects on the school community, Kumu 

Mua Loa described the effects directly to the teachers. He said: 

It affects the way that we carry ourselves. You look at people, even their body language. 

They are not as happy as they were. The teachers at our particular school, we have a few 

teachers that come in-person now and the teachers that come, they tend to just go straight 

to their classrooms. And they only do whatever they've been tasked with doing. 

Kumu Mua Loa also said teachers feeling safe on campus has changed: 

Even though they are telling us that they are sanitizing this and that, the school has not. 

They don't do a good job of really sanitizing the classrooms and the restrooms are not as 

clean as they should be...Because of the increase in work, the two longest serving 

custodians, they both retired this school year. So, we got these young guys who hide out 

in the custodianʻs room and you can't find them. They don't unlock the bathroom half the 

time. And then the bathroom supplies are low, you know, there's no paper towels and no 

soap. And even when we came back after they said we had a couple of outbreaks of 

COVID where somebody tested positive and, you know, they would let us stay home like 

two weeks or something like that, the quarantine period. And they said, well, what they 

sents notice to the parents saying “weʻre sanitizing everything, blah, blah, blah.”And 

when we came back to the school. Same thing. It didn't look like it was sanitized And 

even though it's still not, a lot of teachers feel unsafe. So we have to bring our own 

Clorox wipes and what have you. 
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As Kumu Loa recounts how he feels as a teacher in the time of COVID-19 and shares the 

collective feelings of his colleagues, I watch his body language. I listen to the somber tone of his 

voice. It helps me understand even what he doesnʻt say. What I observe is a long-time teacher 

struggling to stay positive when the going is rough. I see a teacher who is expressing both 

concern for the physical safety and health of himself and his colleagues, but also for their 

personal well-being.  

Family connections. Kumu Mua Loa moves from talking about teachers to talking about 

how teachers have been connecting with families. He said: 

There's had to be more engagement with families and it's basically reaching out to them, 

offering Zoom meetings and doing, you know, a lot of correspondence through letters. 

We used to have a lot of Movie Night and ʻOhana Night activities. Little things at the 

school where our food is involved. We, we realized that we could get parents to come 

because the kids would they want to come, and then we have little prizes. We can't have 

that. But the one thing that is a big draw is that we have a grab and go lunch and 

breakfast. We have about 1,000 every day. So that's, that's quite a bit. But there is some 

value in that, though, because the, the staff can volunteer to help pass out lunches and 

that kind of thing. And you get to know the people pretty good intimately, especially for 

those who are new teachers. The ones who tend to kind of stay in the classrooms, they get 

out and they enjoy it. 

 Feelings of disconnect and missingness. Kumu Mua Loa described the change in school 

protocols and its effects on the students and educators. He said: 

For piko, the whole school would meet in the courtyard in front of the library and they 

would do they do the Pledge of Allegiance. Then Hawaiʻi Ponoʻi. What I liked about it 
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was the fact that it brought everybody together. It got everybody off to a good routine. 

Everybody knew what the start was. Now, there's no piko. Well, they do have piko but it 

is just for the administration and the faculty, mostly. The kids can participate if their 

parents log them on or have them here, but most of them don't. Okay, so itʻs disjointed in 

that way. What we have now is not what we normally would to get off to a good start. A 

routine, if you will. Right now we don't have that. 

This mention of piko—a Hawaiian cultural protocol, and the disruption in its critical role of 

schooling for Kānaka Maoli students is like a splash of bright red across Kumu Mua Loaʻs 

portrait. The best description of this practice was written by Kauanoe Kamanā in the article, 

Naturalizing Rituals of Behavior that Rally Hawaiian Cultural Competence at 

Nāwahīokalaniōpu’u Honua. At the time of writing this paper, Kamanā was a parent, teacher, 

and principal an Nāwahīokalaniōpuʻu Lab Charter School. She said: 

The word piko means umbilical cord, the cord that connects a baby to its mother, the link 

to another generation, the physical link to all ancestors. At Nāwahīokalani’ōpu’u, the 

word piko also refers to the physical place where everyone meets at the start and at the 

end of the day. It is where we greet guests, where we restore good relationships when 

there are major problems and it is where the “lei piko” or symbolic garland is hung...The 

lei piko acknowledges the connection to ancestors and tradition from the past. It also 

symbolizes the genealogical relationship that each individual has to our language and 

culture and also to one another as a unified community (Kamanā, 2005). 

In other words, Kumu Mua Loa was telling me that piko, the practice that centered everyone on 

the purpose and importance of Hawaiian culture and language, at the start of the day, was no 

longer being practiced in the way in had been before COVID-19. 
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 Change in priorities. Kumu Mua Loa, when I asked if there is anything I hadnʻt asked 

that he would like to share, said this: 

Academics are suffering because the motivation of the individual students, and even the 

families. The motivation is is lacking... Hawaiians, in particular though, they are starting 

to seem to not care about education so much again. I think it's more important to take 

care of, what that theory says about you need food and other needs you know that first 

and then education comes after that.  

Kumu Mua Loa couldnʻt remember the theory, but as an experienced early childhood educator, I 

knew what he was talking about. Abraham Maslowʻs “Hierarchy of Needs” is a motivational 

theory that says human needs can be classified into different categories and those categories can 

be structured to show which are most important and therefore, the hierarchy. In this instance, 

when Kumu Mua Loa says “academics are suffering,” he qualifies it by saying the students have 

other needs (e.g., food to eat) that are more important at the moment.  

Kumu Kualua 

 I interviewed Kumu Kualua just a few days after I interviewed Kumu Mua Loa. We 

talked for over an hour on the telephone after she shared with me she would be getting a 

COVID-19 vaccination shot in just a few days and wanted to have the interview sooner rather 

than later. While I had my interview questions ready to go, Kumu Kualua had so much to say 

that our conversation flowed very organically. As a special education teacher for more than 

twenty years, Kumu Kualua talked about the effects of COVID-19 on her as a special education 

teacher and on the children who were receiving special education services.  

 Changed knowledge of technology. Kumu Kualua told me her educator story as a 

chronology of the current school year. She said: 



   84 

At the begining of the year, it was so hard. I didnʻt understand how to use Zoom. 

First, we had to use Google Meet and that was bad. For instance, doing IEP meetings on 

Google Meet. You only can present one thing at a time. It was frustrating to not see 

people. You canʻt see their reactions or facial expressions. I was saying, “okay, can you 

guys see the document?” because I couldnʻt see them if I was sharing the IEP. The 

Administration bought Zoom licenses and that was better. 

She said: 

Older teachers donʻt want to do the changes.  But for me, I had to learn it. I asked myself, 

“How do I do it?” I was doing it at home with a white board, you know, old school style. 

Then, I had to switch over and learn to do it online. 

Changed teacher practices. Along with the change in her knowledge of the use of 

technology, the next part of Kumu Kualuaʻs story was the way her own teaching practices 

changed. She said, “Here it is, six months later and Iʻve got it! If we go back in person, I may 

keep Class Dojo because itʻs so good. I can teach the kids and they donʻt have to be here in-

person.” Like Kumu Kualua, I too, am looking forward to taking some of the new skills Iʻve 

learned and new ways of working to my life beyond COVID-19. It makes me wonder how many 

other teachers out there are relishing in the ways their teaching practices have changed because 

of the ways COVID-19 has forced them to make adaptations. I also wonder about those who 

havenʻt yet found a way to make the technology work for them or who have only found struggle 

and discomfort with having to work in new ways. Can they survive this significant shift in their 

profession? 

Kumu Kualua then said she would advise other teachers: 
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Use your teaching experiences to inform what you do, donʻt just follow the curriculum, 

but adapt to the kids and develop a system you know works. 

Changed schooling and learning. After telling what changed for her personally, Kumu 

Kualua talked about what changed in the school environment. She works at the same school as 

Kumu Mua Loa and shared her perspective of what has changed about school life, validating 

what I had learned from Kumu Mua Loa. Kumu Kualua said: 

Teachers are told to keep their “bubbles” small (less than 10 kids) so we come to school, 

get our kids, and go straight to our own classrooms and stay in our bubbles. I miss the 

personal interactions with the kids.  

Family connections. Kumu Kualua shared all of the ways she worked to keep closely 

connected with families. 

To keep in contact with families, I use the Families “Parent Connection” on Class Dojo. I 

keep my cellphone open for families, too. At the start of the year, I kept my computer 

with telephone on the stand so when families had trouble they could call me. I made it 

personal where they could call my cell phone because if they call the school, it takes so 

long to actually get connected to me. 

To illustrate how family connections changed positively because of COVID-19, Kumu Kualua 

gave an example of how things are different for families of children with disabilities. She said:  

IEP meetings are easy now. Transportation is not an issue. Even if they donʻt have a 

video, they can do it by phone. Getting everyone together was never easy. Itʻs time 

consuming when itʻs in person. People (service providers) having to drive to Waiʻanae 

from Town. 
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 Hawaiian culture carries on. Kumu Kualua shared about the ways she specifically 

ensured the Hawaiian culture carries on even with all of the changes to her teaching and the 

school because of COVID-19. She said: 

I create my own curriculum. Using Orton-Gillingham, I went looking for fluency 

packages and started to create stories they [students] understand through their culture. 

Thereʻs a connection for them when I use places theyʻre familiar with, like ʻUluwehi. 

Thatʻs how our kids are going to learn. I use landmarks in Waiʻanae and Makaha and I 

use other landmarks on Oʻahu. The curriculum has the foundation of sound, but I have to 

create relevant stories. I put the kids in the stories so they can visually see what theyʻre 

reading about. They can then relate to it and see the pictures. 

Kumu Kolu 

 Kumu Kolu was the third teacher I interviewed. I was introduced to Kumu Kolu through 

my sister-in-law who has known and worked with Kumu Kolu in the past. When I finally 

connected with Kumu Kolu,we talked at the end of her work day and she was at home, caring for 

her own children. Our conversation was a casual one, much like two old friends catching up 

about the latest happenings at work.  

 Changed teacher practices. Kumu Kolu first talked about the change to her practices as 

a teacher. She said,  

We actually didn't meet with our students every day. It was too hard. We actually met 

with them once a week. And we kind of made it like a, I don't know how to say it, but 

like a kid-friendly way. Instead of having us just be on there for an hour, talking and 

talking and talking. So, we did a lot of science experiments and had them share and do 

more of that kind of stuff. We didn't actually just have them sit and listen to us. When I 
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say us itʻs because we co-teach the fourth grade classes, and so I have like a fourth grade 

teacher partner. 

Kumu Koluʻs first report of a change in teacher practices was about the shift in power in the 

classroom. Here, she indicated they moved from being a teacher-led class to being a student-led 

class. By empowering the students in what she called a “kid-friendly way,” Kumu Kolu and her 

teacher partner were able to engage in more interesting ways with the students. I saw this happen 

for my daugher, too, as a remote learner. At the start of the school year, her teachers were very 

didactic in their instruction. Every lesson, activity, and project was initiated by the teacher, with 

very little input from the children. The instruction was also delivered in whole group, meaning 

all the children in the class were all together all day. However, after the first quarter of the school 

year, I noticed a shift in the way the teacher and her assistant were interacting with the children 

and conducting the daily routines. They started to use small groups for instruction, conducting 

one type of activity with each group and having the groups rotate through activities. The teachers 

also started to give the students opportunities to talk to the teachers and to one another. To me, it 

marked a shift in the level of engagement and happiness of the students. Like Kumu Kolu, my 

daughterʻs teacher found this to be an effective strategy for teaching young students. 

Kumu Kolu also said about her teacher practices: 

We couldn't teach everything we wanted to teach. The dynamic of what we wanted to 

teach and how we could teach was hard. We could give assignments, but it was more for 

their learning only and it wasn't graded. Itʻs hard because you want them turning in stuff 

because you want to make sure, you know, you want to be able to assess them and you 

want to make sure that they're okay. But, at the same time, you can't enforce that. 

Speaking of her experience from the end of the 2019-2020 school year, Kumu Kolu finally said: 
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In all the negative situations that arised because of COVID, there was also positives. It 

made us jump out of our comfort zone and it made us grow and develop new strategies as 

far as teaching and it kind of made us ready for this school year. 

 Changed knowledge of technology. Kumu Kolu shared about her own learning about 

technology. She said: 

Sometimes I feel like, maybe not sometimes, most of the time I feel like the kids are 

smarter when it comes to technology than we are. I'm just surprised on how smart and 

intelligent our students are with technology. Sometimes they teach us things that we 

didn't know.  

She also said talked about the flexibility she had to demonstrate when it came to bridging the 

ways students used to do their work and the ways currently expected of them because of remote 

learning: 

I also, like, tell my students, like, use pencil and paper still because, to tell you the truth, 

pencil and paper is technology. It is, it's a type of technology. You know it doesn't always 

have to be pressing a button or some kind of machine. There's a lot of things that we've 

used that you guys use everyday all these years you just didn't know was technology. But 

if you feel more comfortable than typing into Seesaw or you taking forever to type 

something, just write it down take a picture download it. 

Strong family connections. Kumu Kolu talked about the ways she, as a fourth grade 

teacher, communicated with families. She said: 

We also have to keep in close contact with our parents so like the communication part of 

everything between us and our families to tell them what was going on and because we're 
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so new to a lot of technology we couldn't expect our families to jump on Zoom. We have 

some families that live in remote areas that there is no access to Internet whatsoever. 

 Change in proximity and affection. Kumu Kolu talked about the change in her 

relationshps with the students. She said: 

I, I'm very close to my students. Like, I'll kiss and hug them every day, and if it's not a 

kiss and hug, I'm going to shake their hand. I'm going to pat their back. I cannot go a day 

without showing them that I love them and so that was hard, the social interaction of not 

having my students. I think the social interaction is what I really, really miss with them. 

 ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi carries on. Kumu Kolu shared the way COVID-19 disrupted the 

studentsʻ learning of the ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. She said: 

Everything is taught in ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and so majority of our kids, even though our goal 

for this school is that, you know, our language lives on at home too and our hope is that 

they're using ʻŌlelo at home, I mean, we all know that that's not really what's happening 

with every single student. 

Kumu Kolu  continued and shared how she helped perpetuate the ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi. She said: 

one thing that was hard to do because we couldn't listen to them talk every day and 

converse with them every day, you know and so, on Zoom you can only give so much 

time to each student. We had like 40 something students...everybody's trying to talk and 

talk and talk...That was the hard part. So, we have to do a lot of assignments where we 

wanted them to record themselves so we can hear them speaking and using it. 

Kumu Kolu even shared her views of why learning ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi remotely can be difficult. She 

said:   
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If you use one of the online apps, you have to translate into ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi and it has to 

make sense, because a lot of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi it's not literally just a literal translation. 

Sometimes you have to take like the big thought and translate it like that, you know, 

instead of just leave a little translation, word for word, and so. The language part was 

actually difficult, and I mean I can speak from my own...kids at home. Because we don't 

all have to speak every day at home too, I noticed that they're all doing homework the 

ʻŌlelo wasn't as strong as it would have been if we were still in school. So yeah that's that 

would be another thing, I think that would be another, not negative, but something else 

that is hard as far as being in a Hawaiian medium education school. 

 Hawaiian culture carries on. In addition to ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi, Kumu Kolu talked about the 

ways Hawaiian culture carries on despite COVID-19 and remote learning. She said: “We were 

still doing protocols that we were always doing…the piko protocol was sent live to everyone on 

campus every morning so it was just in our classrooms and not where we would usually meet.” 

Kumu Kolu told me about the continued practice of starting the day with the routine of gathering 

each morning to start the new day with one another, the practice of piko. She said: “You know, 

that's the time you know that's our time to start our day on a positive note.” 

Kumu Hapaha 

 The fourth teacher I interviewed was Kumu Hapaha. How I met Kumu Hapaha is a story 

of its own and important for setting the context of our conversation. Thus, Iʻll share that story 

before discussing what I learned from Kumu Hapaha.  

 Outsider made Insider. When I was recruiting partipants for this study, one of the 

people in my network I reached out to was my sister-in-law. I thought of her because I knew that 

her children attended a Hawaiian language school and that she worked at the school in her past. 
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She is also active in the community so I thought she could at least direct me to potential places to 

recruit educators. There were two educators my sister-in-law introduced me to directly and they 

both worked at Nāwahīokalaniōpuʻu Lab Charter School. By the time I conducted the interviews 

with the teachers I had already interviewed all of the students so I was familiar with this school. 

At this point, I thought it would be important for me to reach out to the schoolʻs administrators to 

let them know I was possibly going to be interviewing several teachers who work at their school.  

I contacted the schoolʻs principal via email and sent a summary of my research proposal and the 

list of questions I would be using as interview guiding questions. My intent was to keep the 

school informed about my research with individuals who were both students and educators at the 

school. Before I heard back from the schoolʻs principal, I set up two interviews, one each with 

the teachers my sister-in-law introduced me to. In fact, I conducted one of the interviews before I 

was able to connect with the schoolʻs principal.  

 Once I connected with the principal via email, she explained to me there is a process the 

school has for individuals who wish to conduct research at their school. I needed to fill out a 

form that would help the administrators determine if my research endeavor aligned with their 

mission and vision. I filled out the form and returned it to the school principal. A few days after I 

returned the form to the principal, she let me know that they (the administrators) had decided to 

welcome me in as a researcher and they had identified a teacher who was willing to participate in 

my study. That teacher was Kumu Hapaha. Kumu Hapaha told her story from the perspective of 

someone representing her school. This was different from the other kumu I interviewed and it 

became evident as she started to tell her story.  

 Hawaiian culture carries on. From the very beginning of our interview, Kumu Hapaha 

wanted me to know the type of school she was representing. She said: 
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As far as Nāwahī, I appreciate the type of education that we're providing the students 

because we want to remind them learning is a continuous process and it's found 

everywhere on campus, not just within the classroom.  Learning is done outside of the 

classroom settings when we take them to the māla or if we go on field trips. 

She continued: 

The whole aspect is to insure the students are aware of their importance to the Hawaiian 

community. We always talk about the value of realizing we represent our ancestors, and 

our family.  Therefore we have to make sure that we don't do anything that's going to 

bring shame or make anyone hilahila.  We always remind them to act appropriately too. 

She then said: 

We all have kuleana to carry out, our responsibilities, and so we talk about the 

responsibility of perpetuating the Hawaiian language and the culture. We also want the 

children to be able to view the world through a Hawaiian cultural lens so they can see 

when they go out, things may be different from what they are accustomed to. In essence, 

realizing there's always different ways to look at things and to be more open to those 

differences. 

Kumu Hapaha described one of the protocols that continued during COVID-19. She said: 

Every school day we have the morning piko, or the morning protocol and when we attend 

it, we have a manaʻo or a thought of the day.  This is currently held on Zoom, since we cannot 

physically meet.  After the piko is finished, we discuss with the students the topic brought up and 

why it is important. We try to have the children analyze the topic that was brought up and it can 

be difficult, especially with third graders, but we want them to see the value or connection to 

their own lives. 
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Changed schooling and learning. Kumu Hapahaʻs experiences with remote learning 

were more positive than I expected. She said: 

Actually, itʻs a little bit easier teaching in the classroom because you can give more 

examples and it is easier to redirect the students.  With distance learning, if we keep the 

syncronous learning short then the students are more focused, and will still have time to 

do independent work. At times, distance learning is a little more challenging, because 

sometimes when we're working with the students either they'll have a problem with their 

Internet or their sister or brother is running by and their concentration wanders.  

Kumu Hapaha described the effects of remote learning on the behavior of the keiki. She said: 

As far as their behavior, they normally behaved well when they were on-line with us 

because they can see all the other students, so they stand or sit at attention and they don't 

move. However, as time progressed we found there were peaks and valleys for their 

behavior; it depended on the day or week. At those times,  it helped to talk to the family, 

because sometimes there was a change at home.   When that happened, maybe the child 

was not feeling as engaged based on something they had occurring at home. We actually 

have similar instances at school with in-person learning, and normally when that happens, 

if we see the student is acting out or they're sad,  then we talk with the parents and then 

we can figure out if there is something that happened. 

 Changed teacher practices. Kumu Hapaha started to prepare for this school year in 

spring of 2020. She said: 

A lot of research was done to prepare for this. Our principal had asked us to start 

prepping from fourth quarter of last year, with the idea that we would be prepared if 

teaching methods had to be altered. There were a group of teachers who worked during 
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that summer and we had to conduct summer school through Zoom. We experimented 

with different schedules for the students to see what might work best for them, as far as 

being able to stay on the computer the whole time or leaving and signing in later.  The 

feedback assisted teachers with their own schedules in the beginning of the school year.  

Kumu Hapaha also shared how her own perpective of the keiki changed. She said: 

We, as teachers, understand how valuable it is that the students are teaching us, not just 

us teaching them.   We acknowledge that the students help us to become better educators, 

by what the students let us know, as far as what works for them and what doesn't work 

for them.  It is important to recognize all those teachable moments they bring to us. 

She continued: 

For math, I utilize a lot of the math manipulatives and science experiments in the regular 

classroom setting, so I can make things more tangible for the students, but right now I 

can't give them any math manipulatives because the things I have been trying to send 

home get lost. We would give packets out to the students every two weeks, and when I 

ask the students to find the paper which was in the packet so we can go over it, I usually 

had about four to five students who could not find the papers. I ended up trying to get the 

students to find things that they have at home and could work with. I try to have them 

come up with creative ideas, even trying to find things on the math websites that the 

students could use as manipulatives. 

She also said: 

I noticed with some of the students, as we got acquainted with them, just building that 

relationship and trust allowed them to be more open with us in their learning.  

Kumu Hapaha misses teaching in person, however what she doesnʻt miss she said is: 
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The only real thing that I don't miss about teaching in person is always having to tell the 

students: "mai namu haole," which is, ʻdon't speak in English" because it's a prevalent 

language and we donʻt want the students using it in school.  

Change in proximity and affection. The relationships with her students and the ways 

she could demonstrate her care for students is something Kumu Hapaha missed. She said: 

What I really miss about in-person learning is the interaction, especially the ability to be 

able to greet everyone in person.  When the kids look like they're having a bad day, 

giving them a hug or when they get excited and they come running up to you to say hello. 

those are special moments. 

 Hawaiian language carries on. As a Hawaiian medium education school, Nāwahī 

centers ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi first. I was curious about the effects of remote learning on this approach. 

Kumu Hapaha told me: 

We always use this a lot in school, “don't speak English, don't speak English, don't speak 

English,” but right now, as far as being with the online classes, it's amazing. It's like 

students miss in person classes so much that in the very beginning, maybe we would say 

every so often “don't speak English,” but as a whole, I can put the students in a breakout 

room and I'll be in the breakout room and they're still speaking Hawaiian and so I'm 

really proud of the students for that. 

Kumu Hapaha also shared the effects on the families of the children. She said: 

I was really proud so many families have increased their knowledge of Hawaiian because 

families sit there and listen to the lessons.  Its actually helped our ʻohanas out. Some of 

them, they're super excited because they feel, “well, it's my chance to learn Hawaiian.” 

So you have a lot of families sitting there, trying to listen and trying to do the work. 
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 Strong family connections. Kumu Hapaha mentioned families and what the changes in 

schooling, learning, and teaching meant for them. She also gave examples of ways she worked to 

connect with families regularly. She said: 

When I have students that I don't feel are engaging, I'll contact the parents and I will 

inform them, “Did you know your child is not attending class? or did you know your 

child's been turning off their video?” Sometimes, I will put the student in a breakout 

room and I'll just talk with them to see what is going on. Iʻll ask, “are you okay, or how's 

it going?  I just wanted to double check on you, because I noticed you have not been  

completing your work. Is there any way I can help? Is it not clear?” 

Kumu Hapaha continued: 

We try to have more meetings, one on one with the parents, especially at the very 

beginning of the year, so we could sit down with the family and see how the schedule is 

working for them, how could we support them. So, there was a lot more interaction 

online rather than in-person. We do communicate a lot with the parents, we use a 

reminder app to make announcements or address any concerns.  I'll make sure to 

communicate to my parents and the parents are good about letting us know if they have 

any problems or concerns. Normally we would see the parents if they were picking up 

their child and we were able to converse at that time. It's a little bit harder now so that's 

how we make it work, by having these meetings. 

She said, again: 

We try to make sure that we do keep in constant communication with the families, 

because we want them to know how everything is going. Some of the families were 

having a hard time with the fact that there were different on-line platforms for their 
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different children; some might be on Google classroom and others on Seesaw so we're 

just trying to help assist the parents and educate them on our system. 

Developing an Indigenous Identity.  Just as she did when we started our conversation, 

Kumu Hapaha concluded our interview with an emphasis on what Nāwahī gives to children. She 

said: 

It's more of making sure that the children realize we're from here, and if they ever need 

anything, they can always come back here and we will always be there for them. After 

the students graduate, when they revisit the school, they let us know about the different 

experiences they had because sometimes it's harder for them to appreciate what we 

provide when they are a student. But we noticed when they leave the school and they 

don't hear the Hawaiian language as much if any,  then they start to miss the language 

and appreciate it more.  

She also said: 

We need to make sure we never forget our identity, we know who we are, we know our 

moʻolelo of our kupuna.  We understand they had hardships but they still survived. We 

always make sure we know where we came from, so we can move forward. 

When I asked Kumu Hapaha what she wanted students to remember about this year she said:  

Weʻre survivalists. Our mauli is paʻa and as long as you know who you are and your 

cultural identity, then no matter what happens to you, you should be able to adapt and 

overcome and work through it and you have your ʻohana that can help to give you 

support. 
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 After I conducted my interview with Kumu Hapaha, she sent me a letter through e-mail 

that included more information she felt would be helpful for me to know. She said of the focus of 

the school: 

We focus on the philosophy Kumu Honua Mauli Ola at our school, which entails four 

parts: 1) Hawaiian language, 2) spiritual connections, 3) traditional knowledge, and 4) 

physical behavior. These are intertwined into everything we teach, in order to develop the 

student as a whole. Students are taught how integral all of this is in our development as a 

person who can have a strong Hawaiian life force, or mauli. 1) The Hawaiian language is 

our medium of education so it is of the utmost importance to perpetuate this part of the 

philosophy on a daily basis. 2) Spiritual connections are apparent in our development or 

strengthening of relationships between the school and the ʻohana. The students know they 

have kuleana to their ʻohana so they may bring honor to their ancestors by making the 

right choices. 3) Traditional knowledge is the basis for our lesson plans, included in the 

daily lessons are moʻolelo, mele and oli . We try to find ways to adapt lessons so it is 

seen through a cultural lens.  4) Our physical behavior is also a big focus, we always 

remind our students about the kind of behavior expected. We need to remember we are 

all part of a family and need to kōkua one another. These four parts are crucial in our 

philosophy to educate our students so they may have a strong mauli and become integral 

parts of our community as a whole. 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this chapter presented the findings of the eight interviews I conducted, one 

with each student and each teacher. The experiences of each of the participants were presented as 

individual portraits, but their stories were stitched together to create a quilt of the experience of 
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Kānaka Maoli students and educators during the time of COVID-19. In Chapter five, I will 

discuss my analysis of the portraits, make recommendations, and end with some final thoughts. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

Hōʻuluʻulu Manaʻo 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to learn about the schooling experiences of Indigenous 

students and educators in the time of COVID-19. In the spirit of portraiture and the tradition of 

qualitative research, this chapter will present the major themes and subthemes that emerged in 

the eight portraits of students and educators. As the details in each portrait illustrate, the actors in 

this study were affected uniquely by COVID-19. Yet, when the portraits are assembled together 

in a quilt-like structure, similarities in their experiences are found. Some similarities were about 

the challenges that arose for students and educators, while others were about the positive changes 

that occurred because of the changes to schooling prompted by COVID-19. In portraiture, the 

portraitist intentionally focuses on what is “good and healthy” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997) as defined by the actors in the study. In this chapter, I, as the portraitist, will discuss the 

lessons that can be learned from the good found in each of the portraits and make 

recommendations for future research. 

Summary of Findings 

Question One: In what ways did schooling change for Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and 

Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators because of the response to the COVID-19 outbreak?   

The primary way schooling changed for Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and educators 

because of the response to the COVID-19 outbreak was the introduction of remote learning to 

their school settings. As students and educators relayed their experiences to me, I recalled what I 

read in the extant literature about the digital divide and the way issues like access to the Internet 

and devices have negatively impacted Indigenous communities (Strover, 2014, p.116). I 
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wondered if this new expectation of providing schooling via the Internet would reveal continued 

problems with the digital divide or if it would demonstrate progress has advanced toward closing 

the gap for Indigenous communities. I learned that remote learning changed the teaching of the 

educators and the learning of the students in different ways.  

The students described the changes to their schooling by recounting the ways their 

relationships with their peers and their teachers changed. Of the change in his relationships with 

his teachers, Hanalei said, “I feel like just seeing them over the computer is just so different.” 

Kolonahe expressed it a little differently. He said, “I kind of miss just hearing the teachers talk to 

us, not on the computer, but in person.” I think it’s interesting these students’ expressions of the 

changes they experienced were related to their senses. Their inability to see and hear their 

teachers without the intrusion of a computer screen was so important each of them mentioned it 

first in their interviews. Kūpono, one of the elementary aged students, said, “I miss having fun 

with my friends cause you can, like, talk to your friends on the computer but you can’t really see 

them, see them.” While he didn’t explain what he meant when he said he couldn’t “see them, see 

them,” I knew what he was attempting to articulate. Like Hanalei and Kolonahe, Kūpono was 

expressing the way remote learning changed his schooling experience by talking about what 

sensory inputs were being missed. My experiences as an early childhood educator, as well as the 

experience of being a mother of an elementary age child who is also being schooled through 

remote learning, have taught me that for young learners, the tactile experience is critical to their 

development. The comments from Hanalei and Kolonahe have me considering this may not end 

in the early childhood years, but continue as children get older.  

For Indigenous Kānaka Maoli educators, the changes to schooling included changes to 

their knowledge of technology and of the use of technology to support their teaching. Three of 
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the four educators indicated there were difficulties were learning how to use the technology at 

first. Kumu Kualua and Kumu Kolu both described having to try and learn different online 

applications before deciding on which would work best for them. All educators, however, shared 

positive experiences with using the online tools (e.g., Zoom and Google Classroom) for staying 

connected to children and their families. 

One of the relevant themes found in the extant literature on the schooling of Indigenous 

students is the effects of the separation of Indigenous children from their primary sources of 

identify formation. In previous works, the separation oft cited was a negative consequence of the 

use of off-reservation boarding schools for the schooling of Indigenous students. The physical 

separation of children from their families and their communities affected the development of 

their Indigenous self-worth, their views of their families, and their place in the world (Talley, 

2018). For Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students in the time of COVID-19, remote learning created 

separation, not from their families, but from their learning communities. The stories they shared 

about the ways they felt disconnected from their friends and teachers paint a picture of the 

importance of the school as a place of learning more than just content, but about their place in 

the world. This is a new contribution to the current knowledge base of schooling for Indigenous 

students. 

Question Two: What effects, if any, did remote learning have on Hawaiian culture-based 

education as described by students and teachers? 

 In the review of literature for this study, I discussed a framework for evaluating the 

success of a Hawaiian culture-based education created by Kanaʻiaupuni and Kawaiʻaeʻa (2008). 

As I considered this research question, I used four of the five elements of the framework to 

formulate a lens through which to relay the narratives of the educators and students. In their 
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stories, the participants provided multiple evidences of the ways teaching and learning changed, 

but the Hawaiian culture and the Hawaiian language persisted, because of remote learning.  

 Uses the language. The students indicated they continued to learn and use the language 

(ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi), but for the youngest student, Kekaimālie, a newer learner of the language, 

more immersive experiences would be beneficial. This confirmed what the extant literature says 

about the value of charter schools to the reclamation of Indigenous practices and language.  

 Involves the family. Each of the educators cited numerous ways they worked to active 

involve families in their school communities, in their virtual classrooms, and in providing 

comprehensive supports to the students. Kumu Kualua cited all of the ways she made herself 

available to families: on Zoom, by email, and even went so far as to give families her cell phone 

number so they could reach her more easily than dialing the schoolʻs phone number.  

 Makes the content relevant and meaningful. Kumu Kualua said she took the 

curriculum and made it relevant to the place in which her students live. She used local landmarks 

to make the learning of the information more accessible to the students, and used the ʻŌlelo 

Hawaiʻi terms for ideas to help them formulate some background information to connect their 

new learning to. Kumu Hapaha recognized the importance of encouraging her students to use 

materials in their homes as manipulatives that could aid in their understanding of math concepts.  

 Engages in culturally appropriate ways. Kumu Mua Loa was the first to talk about the 

cultural practice of piko, but he was not the only one. Kumu Kolu and Kumu Hapaha also talked 

about the ways they have adapted to make continue the protocol in the their classrooms. This 

important practice of gathering collectively and connecting emotionally and spiritually had to be 

adjusted to an online format because of COVID-19, but the three teachers emphasized the 

importance of continuing to teach the students this part of their cultural heritage. 
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In the extant literature, remote learning during a global pandemic has not yet been studied, but 

Galla (2018) discusses the value of “digital inclusion” for Kānaka Maoli students and educators. 

He cites the availability of Kānaka Maoli online forums and the inclusion of ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi 

keyboards on digital as evidence of the positive gains toward a more digitally inclusive space for 

Kānaka Maoli students and educators.) The current study provides more depth to this knowledge 

base by evaluating what happens when there is no option except to provide schooling from a 

distance via remote learning. Additionally, it supports the theory Dijk (2005) proposed, which 

emphasized the need to do more in-depth qualitative analyses of the effects of the digital divide 

on smaller groups (e.g., the Kānaka Maoli participants in this study).  

Question Three: In what ways were the experiences of Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and 

teachers the same and/or different in the time of COVID-19 (spring 2020 and fall 2020)? 

Similarities. Two shared major themes emerged from the experiences of the Indigenous 

Kānaka Maoli students and teachers in the time of COVID-19: a change in proximity and 

affection and feelings of disconnect and missingness. Kumu Kolu said of her teacher practices 

before COVID-19 were to, every day, hug and kiss or give a handshake to her students. Kumu 

Hapaha said she missed not being able to give hugs when students were having hard days. Kumu 

Mua Loa says the life of the school is gone. Hanalei said he missed the simple acts of walking by 

other students and knowing their names. The youngest students, Kūpono and Kekaimālie, both 

said they missed their friends in person. While previous studies on the schooling of Indigenous 

students included in-depth looks at the effects of the digital divide, they did not address the 

effects of remote learning on teacher-student relationships, student and teacher morale, 

engagement, and motivation. The current study revealed the importance of physical proximity 



   105 

and physical demonstrations of affection for these Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students and 

educators. 

Differences. The differences in the experiences of the Indigenous Kānaka Maoli students 

and teachers in the time of COVID-19 reflected the differences in their roles. The teachers 

described changes to their teacher practices like the use of new online applications like Seesaw 

and Google Classroom to deliver instruction to the students and how they connected with 

families more frequently and in more innovative ways. Kumu Mua Loa shared about the use of 

“grab-and-go” lunch service at his school as an avenue for teachers to meet families and get to 

know people in the community. This was a change from their use of ʻOhana Nights and Movie 

Nights for bringing the school and broader communities together. Kumu Kualua, the voice 

throughout for working with students with disabilities, shared that the use of remote learning 

removed barriers that made meetings with parents difficult. Remote learning, she said, made 

scheduling IEP meetings easier for families and the service providers. IEP meetings occur so the 

teaching team can decide what adaptations or accomodations a student may need to access the 

general education curriculum and they create an Individualized Education Program (IEP), hence 

the IEP meeting. The issues of scheduling and transportation to in-person IEP meetings were 

now non-issues. 

Some of the experiences unique to the students were related to their ages. Hanalei, the 

senior in high school, described the impact of not being able to play sports. He described both 

immediate effects like not playing during his senior year and about the future impact like not 

being able to have recruiters attend games or record highlight videos that can be used by 

potential recruiters. To my surprise, one of the students (Kolonahe), described really liking 
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remote learning. He found value in what was expected of him, namely, to be an independent 

researcher and thinker.  

Implications for Practice 

E Hele Ana 

 The findings in this study imply that school leaders should consider the unique needs of 

Indigenous students and educators, especially when there is a significant disruption to schooling 

for all students. School leaders may be principals and superintendents of school, but could 

include teacher leaders, department heads, vice-principals, and even, school board members. 

These leaders act as critical decision-makers during times when schooling is business as usual 

and especially when schools are challenged to act in new or different ways, such as during the 

presence of a global pandemic. Consideration for the needs of Indigenous students and educators 

could ensure the commotion is minimal. 

Chapter One included descriptions of two theoretical frameworks that shaped this study: 

KanakaʻŌiwiCrit (Cristobal, 2018) and TribalCrit (Brayboy, 2006). Select tenets from each 

theory were chosen that were hypothesized to be the most applicable. The experiences of the 

students and educators in this study fit with the tenets of each theory selected and are discussed 

in this section as implications for practice.  

The individual experience of each participant demonstrated the range of ways Indigenous 

students and educators responded to their changed schooling in the time of COVID-19. As 

Cristobal said, “Kanaka ʻŌiwi identities are multiple, intersectional, and liminal” (2018). In other 

words, Kānaka Maoli and other Indigenous people are not a monolith and should not be treated 

as such. When planning for implementing a new school initiative, especially one as significant as 

changing the instructional modality from in-person to from a distance, consideration should be 
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given to the implications and unintended consequences it may have for individual educators and 

individual students.  

Another related implication is the need to value disaggregated data. By this I mean itʻs 

not enough to use high-stakes test data (e.g., NAEP data) at the aggregate level when trying to 

determine if school is “working.” That data can be skewed by so many factors like who is 

included or excluded that it makes it less about the academic performance of people and more 

about the performance of data analytics tools to make the data look a particular way to meet a 

specific need. For example, if the goal is to inspire change, the data can be made to look like 

opportunities to do better whereas if the goal is to scare folks to take action, the data can be made 

to look looming and lethal. With disaggregated data, however, I think some root cause analyses 

can help pinpoint what’s working, for whom, and in what conditions. Brayboy (2005) says the 

stories of Indigenous people are “legitimate sources of data and ways of being.” Thus, to 

understand the unique needs of Indigenous students and the school communities that serve them, 

school leaders should make these types of inquiries.  

In this study, the stories of the participants, individually and collectively, were valuable 

for understanding the depth and breadth of the impact of COVID-19 to their schooling 

experiences. It is important to intentionally create ways to open up a dialogue about the 

experiences of Indigenous students and educators and to be open to hearing what they have to 

say, for good or bad. For leaders of schools that serve Indigenous students or employ Indigenous 

educators, this may mean finding ways to ask students to give their authentic feedback about 

their experiences, in ongoing ways or at designated opportunities.  

This study provides further confirmation of this tenet of KānakaʻŌiwiCrit: “as we learn 

and tell our moʻolelo (stories, narratives, histories), we contribute to our survivance.” The 
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participants in this study have ensured the lived experiences of Kānaka Maoli students and 

educators will be remembered. However, their stories also demonstrate there is something more 

that may be added to make KanakaʻŌiwiCrit more reflective of the true power of the moʻolelo of 

Kānaka Maoli people. Namely, there is an element of resiliency missing from KānakaʻŌiwiCrit. 

In each story told to me, I learned about the ways young and older Kānaka Maoli alike were able 

to persist through the sudden, significant disruptions to schooling caused by COVID-19. It 

reminded me of all the ways Indigenous peoples, including Kānaka Maoli, have needed to 

demonstrate resiliency time after time in the last 500 years. In fights for ea (sovereignty), in 

defense of ʻāina (land), in protection of wai (water), and in aloha (love) for Mauna Kea our 

people have not just survived, but created ways to thrive. They have created new knowledge, 

much like the students and educators in this study who found new ways to use technology to 

advance Kānaka Maoli culture and language, and took on the responsibility of adding to the 

worldʻs understanding of the lived experiences of Indigenous people. This sense of 

responsibility, kuleana, Cristobal said,  “is the culmination of Kanaka ʻŌiwi moʻolelo about the 

ways we enact agency through social justice” (2018). Brayboy, in TribalCrit, says this is the 

sharing of “the meanings of culture, knowledge, and power from an Indigenous perspective.”  

Lastly, if school leaders are going to continue to use remote learning as an instructional 

delivery option, if and when COVID-19 is no longer a global pandemic, they may want to 

consider how to ensure Indigenous educators and students have ways to engage in some 

activities that allow for physical proximity to one another. As shown in this study, at least for the 

Indigenous educator and student participants, the lack of face-to-face time with others can result 

in negative feelings for students and teachers. In TribalCrit, the need for cultural responsiveness 

is posited as “understanding Indigenous lives through tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs, 
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traditions, and visions for the future” (Brayboy, 2005). School leaders can serve Indigenous 

students and educators well with this kind of approach. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Nānā Mau 

 This study occurred while COVID-19 was still affecting the schooling of Indigenous 

students and educators. The results of the study should be viewed as just a beginning of 

understanding how Indigenous students and educators were affected by the response to COVID-

19. A future study could look at the long-term effects of changed schooling during COVID-19. 

Additonally, this study did not include a review of the educational outcomes of students during 

COVID-19. A future study could be a retrospective analysis of the educational outcomes of 

students during this time and longitudinally. Lastly, this study was on just one group of 

Indigenous educators and students (Kānaka Maoli). A future study could evaluate the effects of 

COVID-19 on the schooling of more Kānaka Maoli students and/or other Indigenous groups. 

Concluding Remarks 

Kūpaʻa 

As school leaders, it can be overwhelming to think about the individual needs of learners 

and educators. This is especially true if you have to consider the needs of learners and educators 

who carry with them the burdens of historical trauma related to schooling and perpetual 

inequities in school systems designed to keep them down. Indigenous learners and educators 

have had schooling done to us with an emphasis on devaluing our languages, our knowledge 

systems, and our sovereignty. For Kānaka Maoli keiki and kumu this has felt like an attempt to 

extinguish us. However, with the power of school law to advance school choice initiatives, 

Hawaiian language and Hawaiian culture-based schools have been established and created to 
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ensure our heritage lives on. This research demonstrates that the power of choosing how to 

provide schooling for our keiki is working. Even in the face of a once-in-a-century global health 

pandemic, e ola mau ka ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi a me ka ʻike Hawaiʻi. The Hawaiian language and 

Hawaiian knowledge lives on. 
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Appendix A: Student Interview Protocol 

Introduction: My name is Nicol Russell, and I am a doctoral student at Northern Arizona 

University. I am conducting research for my qualitative dissertation, and you have agreed to 

participate in my research study as a research participant. For the present interview, I will be 

asking you some open-ended questions about my research topic: Indigenous students and 

educators in the time of COVID-19. I will electronically record your responses to each of the 

questions. Please relax and respond openly to each question. Do not hesitate to ask questions for 

purposes of clarification and understanding. I am the interviewer, but I am here to listen and 

learn from you, the interviewee.  

1. Tell me about school before COVID-19. 

2. What was positive?  

3. What was negative?  

4. How did COVID-19 change schooling for you?  

5. How do you feel about remote learning?  

6. What do you miss about schooling in person?  

7. What do you not miss about schooling in person?  

8. Tell me about ways you are still learning about Hawaiian culture in school.  

9. Tell me about ways you are not learning about Hawaiian culture in school.  

10. Is there anything that you would like to add? 
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Appendix B: Educator Interview Protocol 

Introduction: My name is Nicol Russell, and I am a doctoral student at Northern Arizona 

University. I am conducting research for my qualitative dissertation, and you have agreed to 

participate in my research study as a research participant. For the present interview, I will be 

asking you some open-ended questions about my research topic: Indigenous students and 

educators in the time of COVID-19. I will electronically record your responses to each of the 

questions. Please relax and respond openly to each question. Do not hesitate to ask questions for 

purposes of clarification and understanding. I am the interviewer, but I am here to listen and 

learn from you, the interviewee.  

1. Tell me about your teaching before COVID-19. 

2. What was positive?  

3. What was negative?  

4. How did COVID-19 change teaching for you?  

5. How do you feel about providing remote instruction?  

6. What do you miss about teaching in person?  

7. What do you not miss about teaching in person?  

8. Tell me about ways you are still teaching Hawaiian culture in school.  

9. Tell me about ways you are not teaching Hawaiian culture in school.  

10. Is there anything that you would like to add? 
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Appendix C: Data Analysis Procedure 

Step Rationale Procedure 

Review of researcher journal 
(impressionistic record)l  

To discover themes and 
patterns, and to start looking 
for convergence  
 

Reflection on researcher’s 
first impressions, thoughts, 
experiences, and select 
significant interactions and 
reactions during interviews 

Open coding To develop emergent themes Guided by the 3 primary 
research questions of the 
study 

Triangulation To look for convergence of 
the emergent themes 

Review notes and interview 
transcripts  

Emotion coding To look for possible sub-
themes  

Review notes and interview 
transcripts, looking for 
emotion words 

Values coding To look for possible sub-
themes 

Review notes and interview 
transcripts, looking for 
values, beliefs, or world view 
words 

Axial coding To create larger concepts 
related to the emergent 
themes 

Review codes and group 
them  

Development of emergent 
themes 

To generate and iterate 
hypotheses that give the data 
shape and form (Lawrence-
Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) 

Review for repetitive refrains 
and resonant metaphors 

Creation of individual 
portraits 

To look for recurring themes 
within the individuals 

Create a separate log for each 
participant 

Triangulation To revisit emergent themes 
and add more nuance 

Review notes, interview 
transcripts, coding notes 

Compilation of individual 
portraits 

To create an aesthetic whole 
(Lawrence-Lightfoot & 
Davis, 1997) 

Review individual portraits 
and create connections 
between them 

Member Check To create demonstrate 
credibility and 
trustworthiness 

Send individual portrait to 
each participant for review 

 

 


