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Table IV-A. Educational Aspirations, Expectations, and Preparations 
 

% of Students... Native 
Hawaiian Samoan Guamanian Other PI Non-PI 

Aspiring to BA/BS 77.3 66.4 63.4 56.5 75.8 

Expecting a BA/BS 64.0 49.1 51.2 56.5 68.3 

Who Took SAT/ACT 61.0 60.7 63.4 46.2 63.2 

Source: Beyond High School project data. 
 
 We were interested in how students made plans for college and whether 
they actually met their plans. The Beyond High School study allowed us to 
investigate this question because it conducted a follow-up of students 1 year after 
they graduated from college. In the following graphs, we compare whether 
students were able to accomplish their plan. Figure IV-A shows the percentage 
with college plans and the percentage who went on to college. Similar 
percentages of Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander students had college 
plans. Guamanian and Samoan students had much lower percentages of students 
with college plans. When comparisons are made between initial data and the 1-
year follow-up, there are large percentages of Samoan, Native Hawaiian, and 
other Pacific Islander students who did not realize their plans. Figure IV-B 
provides data on a specific type of plan—attending a 4-year college. Fewer than 
half of the respondents reported planning to attend a 4-year college. A year after 
they graduated from high school, only a third or less of Pacific Islander students 
had attended a 4-year college.  

Figure IV-A. Comparison of Plans to Attend College With Accomplishment 
of Attending College
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Source: Beyond High School project data. 
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Figure IV-B. Comparison of Plans to Attend a 4-Year College With 
Accomplishment of Attending a 4-Year College
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Source: Beyond High School project data. 
 
 
 
 What are some of the obstacles students perceive that might prevent them 
from meeting their educational goals? We don’t have the precise data to directly 
address this question, but we can use another question from the Beyond High 
School study that may provide helpful insights about student concerns. Table IV-
B shows responses to the question: “What will prevent you from getting the kind 
of work you would like to have?” Students were asked whether the items might be 
reasons for limited job choices in the future. We compared Pacific Islander 
student responses with those of students from non–Pacific Islander groups. For 
this section, a difference of 10 percentage points is considered meaningful. The 
range of reasons selected depended on the specific Pacific Islander ethnic group. 
Compared with students from non–Pacific Islander groups, there was a higher 
percentage of Guamanian students who thought race would be a factor. Samoan 
students, when compared with students from non–Pacific Islander groups, raised 
the most concern about a number of factors that could serve as obstacles: religion, 
race, education, family background, learning and physical disabilities, lack of 
vocational training, and lack of ability. Both Samoans and Native Hawaiians were 
more likely than students from non–Pacific Islander groups to see education as a 
potential stumbling block to reaching their vocational goals. Other Pacific 
Islander students felt that race, learning and physical disabilities, and resistance to 
conformity may be factors that could prevent them from obtaining their desired 
work.  
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Table IV-B. Student Perceptions of Obstacles to Obtaining a Desired Job 
 
 

Perceived Obstacle 
Native 

Hawaiian,  
% 

 
Samoan,  

% 

 
Guamanian, 

% 

 
Other PI, 

% 

 
Non-PI, 

% 
      
Religion 11.1 22.0 11.9 15.4 10.8 

Sex 17.3 18.6 23.8 26.9 20.3 

Sexual orientation 7.4 12.9 14.3 7.7 8.4 

Race or ethnicity 23.5 33.1 35.7 34.6 22.1 

Education 64.2 72.0 57.1 53.8 53.2 

Family background 22.2 28.8 14.3 23.1 15.4 

A learning disability 32.1 39.8 17.1 38.5 25.4 

A physical disability 28.4 38.1 22.0 38.5 22.7 

Their political views 21.0 33.9 17.1 11.5 18.0 

A lack of vocational training 40.7 50.0 39.0 42.3 36.9 

A lack of ability 38.3 50.0 41.5 32.0 39.3 

Not knowing the right people 45.7 58.5 52.4 50.0 51.4 

Not wanting to work hard 46.9 52.5 43.9 50.0 45.0 

Not wanting to conform 46.9 53.0 41.5 60.0 43.4 

      
Source: Beyond High School project data. 
 
 
PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 
 
 Parents can be involved in their child’s education in a number of ways, 
including helping with homework and discussing activities and college plans. In 
the following table, we provide data on parental involvement in assisting with 
homework, limiting activities on school nights, talking about activities, and 
discussing college. The table indicates the percentages of students who report 
their parents sometimes or often engage in these activities. Except for Samoans, 
about half of the students report that their parents seldom help with homework. 
Samoan students report a much higher level of parental involvement in homework 
assignments. With the exception of Native Hawaiian students, Pacific Islander 
students report a higher percentage of parents restricting the time spent with 
friends on school nights. When it comes to discussing school activities or events, 
Pacific Islander students report a comparable level of interest as students from 
non–Pacific Islander groups. Finally, Pacific Islander students report that their 
parents seem to engage them in discussions about college. The percentage of 
Guamanian students who report that they discuss their college plans with their 
parents is the lowest among Pacific Islander groups, but it is still sizable (76%). 
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Table IV-C. Parents’ Involvement in Their Child’s Education 

Parent  
Sometimes/Often ... 

Native 
Hawaiian, 

% 
Samoan,  

% 
Guamanian, 

% 
Other PI,  

% 
Non-PI,  

% 
      
Checks on homework 47.6 66.8 48.8 50.0 49.8 

Limits school night events 41.3 68.1 63.4 61.6 50.5 

Discusses school activities or 
events 

68.8 70.7 65.8 53.8 67.3 

Discusses going to college 85.1 84.5 75.6 84.6 85.1 

      
Source: Beyond High School project data. 
 

PARENTAL ASPIRATIONS AND EXPECTATIONS 
 
 The Beyond High School project included a parent survey and comprised 
a sample of 49 Pacific Islander parents. Because the sample sizes for specific 
ethnic groups are fewer than 20, the following graph compares the total for all 
Pacific Islander parents and parents from non–Pacific Islander groups. Parents 
were asked to report on their college aspirations and expectations for their 
children. The graph reports on the percentage of parents who hoped for or 
expected their child to achieve a college degree. Pacific Islander parents reported 
high aspirations for their children, a percentage that is slightly higher than for 
parents from non–Pacific Islander groups. Whereas the percentage of parents who 
expected their child to receive a college degree is substantially lower than the 
percentage of parents who had those aspirations, it is not much different from 
parents from non–Pacific Islander groups. In fact, a higher percentage of Pacific 
Islander parents than parents from non–Pacific Islander groups expected their 
children to achieve a college degree. 
 

Figure IV-C.  Parent Aspirations and Expectations for a College Degree 
(BA/BS) for Student  
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TEACHER PERSPECTIVES 
 

Teacher perspectives are not often represented in research studies on 
Pacific Islander students. We take advantage of a survey of teachers conducted by 
the Washington Education Association in November 2008. A total of 20 Pacific 
Islander teachers were included in the sample, and we provide a summary of their 
responses to the survey questions.    

 
Pacific Islander educators provided insights about the reasons they chose 

teaching as a career. There responses were varied, as one might expect. Many of 
the Pacific Islander teachers stated that they wanted to teach because they like 
children and “wanted to help kids feel successful in school.” One teacher 
commented that her family members “highly value education and [the] 
importance of being a lifelong learner.” One male teacher wrote, “I was 
influenced by my coach in high school.” A music teacher in the study chose to 
teach due to his limited career choices with a degree in music.  

 
Although their motivations for teaching may vary, once they entered 

teaching careers, their interactions with Pacific Islander students tended to be 
positive and meaningful. Most of the Pacific Islander teachers stated that they 
have a better understanding of their students and their families due to their own 
personal heritage and/or language abilities. One teacher wrote that she 
“understands what they are saying and [it is] easier [for the parents] to 
communicate with [her].” Many Pacific Islander teachers reported that they could 
better relate to their students and their families. “I feel that I can relate to their 
parents on a higher level. I can also relate to their experiences in growing up in 
another culture,” commented a Pacific Islander teacher. Another teacher shared, 
“Students asked about how my family was when I was young and make 
comparisons with their own family.” One teacher stated, “Some call me 
affectionately ‘Auntie.’ I try to be a subtle, strong role model for Pacific Islander 
females.” Most of the teachers recognize that their heritage, background, and/or 
experiences in dual cultures are important in teaching. They believe that they can 
“connect with [Pacific Islander] kids and advocate for and encourage them to 
succeed.” 

 
Pacific Islander teachers also shared facets of their classroom instruction 

and provided recommendations for teaching Pacific Islander students. Most 
teachers refer to their district and Washington State teaching standards as their 
guide in developing curriculum. The teachers demonstrate knowledge of students 
in multiple ways, including “listening to them and showing them respect,” 
“checking with them on an individual basis,” and “getting to know their 
backgrounds and families.” Most teachers advocate for “differential instructional 
strategies to address multiple learning styles,” such as using cooperative learning 
groups, direct instruction, and think-pair-share strategies. However, they also 
report lack of time and language as challenges in interacting with Pacific Islander 
students. One teacher wrote, “Not being able to speak their language,” whereas 
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another noted, “Not knowing some general things about the culture.” Another 
high school teacher recognized “very restrictive family and their lifestyles” as 
challenges in interacting with Pacific Islander students.  

 
When asked to share best teaching practices for Pacific Islander students, 

some teachers believed that best teaching practices for Pacific Islanders are “the 
same for all students” and others recommended a variety of strategies: 

 
• Providing students with culturally relevant, authentic tasks. 
• Developing and implementing curriculum connected to life. 
• Modeling success, encouraging them, looking for opportunities for them, 

letting them know that you are in their corner. 
• Listening to [their] stories, using hands-on projects, oral language, and 

visual materials. 
• Giving students accountability for their success. 
• Connecting with their community by visiting their homes and treating 

them with respect. 
• Engaging students with high-interest topics, using strategies proven to be 

effective with ELL students. 
 
 
SUMMARY 
 
 Generally, with the exception of Native Hawaiians, a lower percentage of 
Pacific Islander students want to obtain a college degree than do students from 
other ethnic groups. About three quarters of students from Native Hawaiian hoped 
to earn a college degree. A large discrepancy is apparent when students are asked 
whether they expect to achieve a college degree. For Pacific Islanders, the 
difference between their hopes and their realistic expectations is substantial. 
Pacific Islander students may anticipate or already encounter obstacles that deter 
them from realizing their dreams. 
 
 The notion that Pacific Islander students defer or do not fulfill their 
dreams is supported by other data. A substantial proportion of Pacific Islanders do 
not reach college even when they have made plans to do so. Moreover, many 
Pacific Islander students who plan on attending a 4-year college do not fulfill their 
goals a year after graduating from college. The Beyond High School data provide 
some sense about the potential obstacles that confront Pacific Islander students.  
In key informant interviews, former students shared many of the observations 
found in the Beyond High School survey but also provided a qualitatively 
different set of responses. The following are identified as problems by these 
former students: 
 

• Principal, teachers, staff, and students judge us before they get to know us. 
We are looked upon as bullies. 

• Negative influence from friends. 
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• Parents do not understand how hard it is to balance our traditional culture 
with American influence. 

• Parents are too traditional. 
• We cannot talk to our parents like other kids can. 
• Parents expect us to go to school (do well) and come home and clean, 

watch our siblings, and they wonder why we are doing poor in school. 
• Parent put us down verbally and discipline us physically. 

 
 It is noteworthy that Pacific Islander parents have high aspirations and 
expectations for their children. A sizeable proportion of parents fully expect their 
children to receive a college degree. In addition, parents are involved to some 
extent in the educational experiences of their children. 
 
 Pacific Islander teachers provide some critical insights about some of the 
effective strategies in working with Pacific Islander students.  Some of these 
strategies are supported by Pacific Islander students, particularly ones who are 
sensitive to their culture. In key informant interviews with Pacific Islander 
students, they were queried about factors that led to their success in high school. 
The former students stated that the following were especially important: (1) 
hands-on training for Pacific Islander youth who want to learn more about their 
own culture (i.e., language, dance, history, etc.) and (2) activities that come from 
the Pacific Islander culture so that other students are able to learn about it as well.   
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V. DISCUSSION 
 
 The value of high levels of education in society cannot be 
overemphasized. For example, if all American adults enjoyed the health status 
and health care of college graduates, it would result in an annual cost savings to 
the U.S. economy of more than $1 trillion.10 And these are estimates just for 
health and health care. If we factor in how education benefits other facets of life, 
such as reducing crime or preventing violence, the dollar savings to society is 
mind boggling. Accordingly, the more Washington State can ensure that its 
students receive a quality education that leads to college, the more it will see the 
long-term benefits of its investment. 
 
 Our analyses show that Pacific Islanders represent a target group of people 
who do not receive the maximum benefit from their schooling in Washington 
State. While a substantial number of Washington State students are not 
performing adequately on the WASL, there is an exceedingly high percentage of 
Pacific Islanders who do not pass different content test areas. A large percentage 
of Pacific Islanders do not expect to receive a college degree and different Pacific 
Islander groups anticipate some problems in meeting their occupational plans.  
The good news is that Pacific Islander parents and students seem to have high 
aspirations; that is, a majority of parents hope their children receive a college 
degree, and students similarly have high aspirations after college. Something 
happens while they are in school and in their adolescent years that is distracting 
them from realizing their educational goals. Survey data and our key informant 
interviews suggest that some of these factors include discrimination in school and 
neighborhoods, poor relationships with teachers and parents, a negative school 
climate for minority students, curricula that may not be sensitive to the learning 
styles of different cultural groups, and limited after-school activities.    
 
 What factors contribute to the achievement gap, especially in the WASL 
test scores, the major test in Washington State that affects high school graduation?  
It is commendable that the state has a long-standing interest in standardizing the 
measurement of student progress and proficiencies in different subject matters.  
Standardization allows for performance indicators to be defined and a common 
metric used to assess whether students reach them. However, it is clear that the 
WASL is a controversial measure of student progress and outcome. It is equally 
clear that the WASL has not been validated extensively among different cultural 
groups, including Pacific Islanders. The extent to which the WASL sufficiently 
and appropriately measures academic achievement at requisite grade levels for 
different cultural groups is not evident.    
 
 Beyond the actual test itself, past studies and recent public reports, 
including the METT document, suggest that reducing the academic achievement 
gap is a multifaceted challenge and requires collaborative efforts among different 
parties in the state. The empirical literature on Pacific Islander educational 
achievement is quite limited, making it difficult to more precisely address this 
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issue. However, it is possible to outline some general themes derived from past 
work on this topic. First, economic considerations must be factored into 
educational reform. Data on the socioeconomic status of Pacific Islander families 
reinforce how closely economic disparities are tied to educational outcomes. 
Economic factors are to be considered with regard to accomplishing 
postsecondary goals. Financial assistance and scholarship programs that target 
disadvantaged minorities have played a critical role in increasing postsecondary 
opportunities for other ethnic groups, including Native Hawaiians in Hawaii.  
 
 Closely related to economic factors is access to strong early childhood 
education, because it often helps to reduce the consequences of early child 
development problems. Experiences in childhood often have consequences into 
adulthood, which is referred to as “the long arm of childhood.”11 Programs and 
policies that can support family child care arrangements among Pacific Islander 
families may be potentially useful practices.     
 
 Culture-based education (CBE) has shown great promise among Native 
Americans, Alaska Natives, and Native Hawaiians and has been shown to be 
compatible with conventional research-based “best practices.”12 CBE is defined 
as “the grounding of instruction and student learning in the values, norm
knowledge, beliefs, practices, experiences, and language that are the foundation of 
a culture.”

s, 

13 The value of CBE is that it helps students to become engaged and 
connected to the content of their learning, which contributes positively to both 
socioemotional and education outcomes.   
 
 Family and community involvement in student learning are well-known, 
successful educational practices that should be considered for Pacific Islander 
students. Although many attempts at including family and community into 
schools have fallen short, models of CBE have demonstrated success in 
incorporating family and community into educational content. In addition to its 
careful consideration of cultural inclusion, CBE has the potential to increase the 
flow of information among school, family, and community in a meaningful way.  
Central to the CBE approach in Hawaii is the integration of family and 
community, which involves active participation of family members in educational 
activities and the use of community as a setting for student learning. Indeed, the 
data show that parental involvement and expectations for children among Pacific 
Islanders are not lagging behind other ethnic groups to the extent that 
achievement is. Rather, schools must look at the ways in which Pacific Islander 
parents and communities are integrated into the school and its curriculum and 
how much they could offer to all students in terms of knowledge, experience, and 
skills. Through CBE, the value of family and community embraces the notion that 
teachers can harness the knowledge, skills, and experience of family and 
community members for the benefit of their classes, not only for Pacific Islander 
students, but all students.   
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 For example, in the home, whereas teachers may advocate for family 
members to help with homework or to read with their child, a CBE approach 
might ask students to collaborate with family members on projects that are 
beneficial to their family and community. Accessing parents’ tacit knowledge 
through information such as family genealogy, family stories, or cultural values 
are other ways of encouraging family involvement. One example of family 
involvement in a science/environmental studies curriculum is the “Mālama I ka 
‘Aina/Protect the Land” project, where students are asked to work with their 
families to develop a sustainability plan, describing how they can protect natural 
resources. Projects like these could tap into Pacific Islanders’ historical 
knowledge of land and water conservation, agriculture, and aquaculture. These 
kinds of assignments build upon parental involvement, family knowledge, and the 
interconnection of school, family, and community; such projects have the 
potential to make the material more meaningful and relevant to students’ own 
lives and experiences.   
 
 Culture-based education also incorporates active and experiential learning, 
where lessons are framed within authentic experiences, projects, and places.  
Thus, schools can make the education experience more relevant to Pacific 
Islander students by moving beyond the classroom and accessing the knowledge 
and strengths that lie within the community, through partnerships with local 
organizations, businesses, and practitioners. In this way, students can both learn 
and apply knowledge, and at the same time, possibly engage in community 
service and/or service learning. This not only builds upon the interconnectedness 
between schools and communities, but also has the potential to increase students’ 
bonds and attachments to the community as well.  Some examples include 
projects where students can learn about biology, natural resource management, 
history, science, and math that involve field studies at such locations as marshes 
and taro patches.14 In a study of Alaska Natives, the designing of a fish rack was 
used to engage students in the study of geometry.15 The researchers found that 
students in the study outperformed the control group by a wide margin in 
mathematical achievement.   
 
 Other aspects of CBE as it currently is conceptualized for Native 
Hawaiians are the themes of (1) haku, or original compositions imbued with a 
person’s experience or spirit, (2) hō’ike, performances requiring multilevel 
demonstrations of knowledge and skills, (3) mālama ‘āina, land stewardship 
focusing on sustainability and familial connection, (4) kōkua kaiāulu, community 
giveback embodying the value of unity, and (5) ola pono, or values and life skills 
that synthesize Hawaiian and global perspectives. As with family and community 
integration, these themes also mirror conventional, mainstream best practices, 
such as rigorous assessment accounting for a range of competency and skills, 
place-based and service learning projects promoting community well-being, and 
career planning and preparation for global citizenship.16 
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 The Pacific Northwest region is rich with opportunities to provide culture-
based educational approaches, in its ability to draw upon not only Pacific 
Islanders but also American Indians, Alaska Natives, and other racial/ethnic 
groups who reside in Washington State. One advantage to the CBE model is that 
teachers do not need to be experts or the sole source of providing culturally 
relevant experiences. However, the reliance on conventional methods of teaching 
and approaches to parental and community involvement do not take full 
advantage of these opportunities. Rather, they can potentially alienate students 
from their educational experience and render its contents less meaningful and less 
relevant to their lived experience. A common practice in schools is to highlight 
the contributions of historical figures for their accomplishments in designated 
months of the year. Though important, these events are not sufficient because they 
often ignore the contemporary contributions of people, including Pacific 
Islanders, in their own homes and in their communities. The value of such an 
approach benefits all students, not only Pacific Islanders. 
 

28 



VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
  
 We have carefully worked to write separate and distinct reports for Pacific 
Islanders and Asian Americans, but we combined efforts to develop some guiding 
principles and strategies shape reforms that will affect students and their families. 
We hope that this joint effort will provide clarity in priorities and directions.  
  
 
DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT A STRATEGIC PLAN THAT FOSTERS THE CULTURAL 

RESPONSIVENESS OF THE SCHOOL SYSTEM. 
 
 No single intervention will effectively enhance the academic achievement 
of all students in Washington State and simultaneously eliminate the gap of 
academic performance between some ethnic groups and others. What is needed at 
this time is a comprehensive and coordinated plan that encompasses: 
 

• Institutional changes that effectively reduce the barriers that deter Pacific 
Islander students from reaching their academic potential. Institutional 
barriers are factors (i.e., discrimination, bullying, stereotyping, and 
inappropriate testing) that create a hostile school climate that disengages 
students and their parents from learning in the classroom or participating 
in school activities. Culture-based education (CBE), shown to be effective 
among some groups, should be considered as one possible intervention in 
overcoming some of these institutional barriers. 

 
• Recruitment and retention of teachers and administrators from Pacific 

Islander communities.   
 

• Training teachers and administrators to more effectively teach Pacific 
Islander students and work with their families.   

 
 
INITIATE MORE EXTENSIVE PARTNERSHIPS WITH EXISTING PACIFIC ISLANDER COMMUNITY 

GROUPS. 
 
 In the course of this short study, we have been invariably impressed with 
the talents, insights, motivation, and initiative of the different groups that we have 
had the opportunity to meet. Such groups, including the Multi-Ethnic Think Tank, 
Pacific Islander Community Advisory Group, and the Asian American 
Community Advisory Group, have extensive community networks that make 
them potentially strategic partners in helping schools meet the educational needs 
of Pacific Islander students. The operative word in this recommendation is the 
term partnership. Partnerships involve a collaborative relationship that reduces 
power imbalances and shares responsibility in identifying the problem or issue, 
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discussing ideas, developing solutions, and evaluating results of policy or 
programmatic interventions.   
 
 
ENSURE THAT PACIFIC ISLANDERS, WITH PARTICULAR ATTENTION TO GROUPS AT-RISK, ARE 

INCLUDED IN ALL ACADEMIC AND CO-CURRICULAR PROGRAMS, FROM EARLY EDUCATION 

(SUCH AS THRIVE BY FIVE) THROUGH K–12 AND ON TO COLLEGE ACCESS, INFORMATION, 
AND RECRUITMENT OPPORTUNITIES.  
 
 To reach that goal, the following are recommended: 
 

• Collaborate with community-based organizations to (1) increase resources, 
including tapping linguistic and cultural experts, and (2) identify families 
and ethnic groups who can most benefit.  

 
• Hold information meetings for families on community sites with 

translators. 
 

• Consult with Pacific Islander teachers, administrators, other school 
personnel, and specialists on Pacific Islander education. 

 
• Develop partnerships with higher education institutions (2-year and 4-year 

colleges). Key units include: teacher education, ethnic studies, social 
work, and student affairs, all of whom have some students who are 
interested in K–12 experiences. Pacific Islander students, in particular, can 
serve as role models.  

 
 
DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT A RESEARCH AND EVALUATION PLAN THAT ASSESSES THE 

REDUCTION OF THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP OVER TIME.  
  
 The plan should include the following: 
 

• Disaggregate the different Pacific Islander groups in data collection and 
analyses to the extent that does not compromise concerns about 
confidentiality. As shown in this report, there are substantive differences 
among the different Pacific Islander ethnic groups. Without this 
disaggregation, it will be difficult to know whether any changes in 
academic indicators are for all ethnic groups or for only a few.   

 
• Establish data linkages between the CSRS and other data sets including 

the WASL. We found discrepancies in data elements, such as in ethnicity 
and school district, for the same students when different data sets were 
compared. Work should begin to ensure that data are consistent across 
data sets and that linkages can occur. Without such longitudinal data, 
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efforts to examine the factors that contribute to improvement over time 
will be severely limited.     

 
• In consultation with Pacific Islander groups, identify research questions 

about academic achievement that are meaningful for the schools and 
Pacific Islander communities 

 
• Conduct follow-up of students who graduate from Washington State high 

schools. The Beyond High School project provides some interesting 
findings about what happens to seniors once they graduate from high 
school. These types of studies are critical to understand the short- and 
long-term consequences of schooling in Washington State.   
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