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Editor’s Notes 
As the issue during the 40th Anniversary of the Hawai‘i Educational 

Research Association, we are privileged to feature an article from one of our 
founders Peter Dunn-Rankin and his colleagues, who have been working 
steadfastly on the work in this article for at least six years. With great concern 
on children’s health in the early years and the evidence that a child who is obese 
at age 5 will likely remain obese, Rudoy, Brennan, and Dunn-Rankin share 
with the education research community work that they have been doing in 
the medical and health field looking closely at children’s health during the first 
year and a half. They specifically analyze Hawai‘i Clinical Data and provide a 
predictive model of obesity in children. In the second article, Schmidtke looks 
at the success factors of Marshallese students rather than the structural problems 
that may surround them. Finding that family influence and support are major 
factors in their community college success, the article contributes to the limited 
studies available on Pacific island student success at the community college level. 
The final article looks at a different set of players in the educational community, 
the leadership. Griswold and Ontai-Machado turn their lens on leadership 
attributes on school principals, and they suggest that there may be important 
value in teachers’ recognition of principal behaviors for improvement to occur.  

The three articles address three different areas and three different 
populations of educational research.  From looking at issues of health and 
obesity in children to how success of students can be nurtured from elementary 
school to post-secondary education, all are about the penultimate goal of 
providing for positive programs and learning experiences. We hope the articles 
are useful to you.

Thanh Trúc T. Nguyễn
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Predicting Overweight and Obesity Using the 
Obesity Quotient on Hawai‘i Clinical Data

  Raul Rudoy  Jerry Michael Brennan
             Univeresity of Hawai‘i                Independent Practice 

Peter Dunn-Rankin
Univeresity of Hawai‘i at Mānoa

Rapid growth in early infancy has been associated with an increased risk of obesity after five 
years of age. It is the objective of this paper to establish the relationship between body mass in 
the age interval of ½ year to 1½ years of age and average body mass in the intervals 3-4 and 
4-5 years of age. This involved a Retrospective study of children attending a large network of 
private health clinics in Hawaii. Data for 1417 term infants followed from birth to five years 
of age was included. The children’s weight variation from normal was determined using the 
obesity quotient (OQ) (Dunn-Rankin et.al. 2014). OQ is the Child’s BMI divided by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) Median BMI for that age in days. The relationships 
between variables were analyzed using linear regression. A significant and substantial 
relationship was found between the last OQ in the early age interval (180-540 days) and 
the average OQ at 3-4 and 4-5 years of age, r=.57. It is concluded that an examination of the 
obesity quotient over the first year and a half of life can provide information on the probability 
of overweight and obesity at age 5.
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Cunningham and others (2014) concluded that overweight five-year-olds 
were four times as likely as normal weight children to become obese. The 

researcher’s results are convincing and alarming because a child who is obese 
at age 5 will have a tendency to remain that way. The United States is facing 
a childhood obesity epidemic. The number of overweight/obese preschool 
children has doubled during the last 20 years (Ogden, et al., 2010). Childhood 
obesity has detrimental health consequences. The earlier one can predict obesity 
the greater the chance that intervention can be successful. Preventing childhood 
overweight is crucial to the future health of any nation. It is important therefore 
to be able to infer later overweight and obesity at an age early enough for 
remediation or recovery to occur.

The authors have previously described the OQ as a simpler and more stable 
index for understanding the weight status of young children than the BMI 
(Dunn-Rankin, P., Rudoy, R. and Brennan J. 2014). The method utilizes the 
World Health Organization (WHO) tables (2009) for height and weight by 
age and sex to calculate the child’s OQ. For example if the body mass index 
(BMI) of a 1-year-old boy is 18.1 and the WHO criterion (the median BMI 
for a one year old boy) is 16.80 the obesity quotient is 18.1/16.80 or 1.08. 
Unlike the BMI itself the 1.08 OQ is easily interpreted as eight percent above 
the WHO average. The value of the OQ lies in the comparison it makes with 
a recognizable criterion, the WHO population of infants. Values of the BMI 
are quite arbitrary and not reasonable when applied to varied growth rates of 
children. A BMI of 21 or 22 might be normal for an adult but would be in the 
Obese category for infants.

Table 1 illustrates the relationship of the obesity quotient to standardized 
z scores and their associated WHO percentiles. Any OQ greater than or equal 
to 1.18 is 18% or more above the WHO average. From the point of view of the 
WHO this value is at the threshold of obesity and is two standard deviations 
above the mean with a percentile value of 98. An OQ of 1.08 is at the 84th 
percentile and one standard deviation above the mean. Values greater than or 
equal to 1.08 but less than 1.18 are seen as overweight. The authors have created 
a web site (www.obesityquotient.com) containing a computer program which 
calculates OQ values given the date of birth, sex, date of measurement and 
height and weight.
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Table 1.

Distribution of Infant (0–5 yrs) Obesity Quotient’s (OQ) Based on the WHO Criterion, 
OQ=BMI/Md BMI.
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Methods

Sample

Retrospective electronic data was obtained from 12 private pediatrician’s 
clinics in Hawaii attended mostly by middle-class patients. The population 
consisted of 1531 males and females born at full term and followed from birth 
to five years of age. After correcting for measurement errors, generally due to 
errors in the entry of height and deleting records with Obesity Quotients (OQ) 
greater than 1.50 (Okihiro, 2014), 1417 cases remained, a loss of 5 percent. 
The study period was from 2001 to 2013. The data set contained information 
regarding the age, height, weight, sex, ethnicity and number of visits for each of 
the infants. Age was measured in days. For each child on each visit the BMI was 
calculated and compared with the WHO median BMI criterion for their age 
in days. This resulted in an OQ value for each of the 17,131 visits. The project 
was determined to be exempt from institutional review board approval prior to 
review and analysis of the data.

Initial Results

A plotting of each of 17,131 obesity quotients, one for each clinical visit, 
and age in days is shown in Figure 1. The correlation between OQ and age is 
0.25. This indicates a general trend toward increased body mass from birth 
to five years of age. The average OQ is 1.03. The variation in OQ values is 
greater within the first two months of life when visits are the most frequent. 
(The standard deviation for the first 200 days is 0.104). The lowest standard 
deviations were found for OQ scores between 200 and 600 days in age 
(SD=0.098). The low degree of variation in the distribution in this time period 
suggests that eliminating very early OQ measurements may enhance prediction 
of body mass at 5 years of age. 

Remediation in Obesity

Evaluation of OQ mean values at ages 4 to 5 revealed that 115 children 
(8%, of the 1417 study population) were in the obese range (as suggested by 
the World Health Organization. See Table 1). Table 2 provides the probability 
of obesity in 5 years given a specific OQ score (the last value in the interval 
180-540 days, for example). If the last OQ in the interval is 1.25 or greater, 100 
percent of the sample values ended up being obese at five years of age. If the 
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OQ value is lower, at the threshold of obesity (1.18), 50 infants of the 1417 
are selected by the criterion and 22 of the 50 or 44 percent became obese. The 
smaller the qualifying OQ score the larger the number of infants sampled and 
the smaller the percentage of obese at 5 years of age.

Figure 1. Dispersion of 17,131 obesity quotients (OQ) over the first five years of life. R=.25.

Regression Profiles

If one compares an OQ of 1.24 with values generated in Table 2 it suggests 
the probability of obesity at 5 years of age is between 85 and 100 %. In the 
case of infant 803 however, the five year OQ average was in the normal range. 
An examination of the individual linear regression values of the children with 
a predisposition towards obesity who did not become obese reveals that the 
majority 61% of the group of  children who started out with an accelerated 
growth toward obesity regressed toward normality, usually during the second 
to third year of life. (See Figure 2 for a typical example). Note the upward slope 
in the first year of life and the downward slope in succeeding years results in an 
average correlation of this group between age and OQ of R = 0.03.
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Table 2

Interval OQ and Obese Probability.
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The raw data for infant 803 is provided below:

Table 3

Raw Data for Infant 803. An Example of an Error in Prediction.

[figure 2 here]

Figure 2. A child showing early signs of obesity and then remediation
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Predicting Obesity

A profile examination of each infant in the disposition toward obesity group 
reveals the difficulty of using early slopes as predictors. If the slope between age 
and OQ in the first year of life is used as a predictor of obesity, such accelerated 
growth is likely to change. A more effective estimator of body mass and body 
mass growth is an OQ within an early interval of life. The growth variation in 
the first few months of life further suggests that it is best to begin the interval 
at 180 days after birth and extend to 540 days (see Okihiro, et al. for other 
intervals). The regression plot comparing the last OQ scores in the interval early 
in life (180-540 days) with the average OQ score during the fourth and fifth 
years is presented in Figure 3. The authors have compared the average OQ in 
the interval with the last value in the interval and found the correlation results 
to be essentially the same. Using a single score is easier to handle than finding an 
average. The single value criterion lends itself to simplicity and usefulness.

Figure 3. The regression plot comparing the average OQ scores in the interval early in life (180-
540 days) with the average OQ score during the fourth and fifth year, for 1453 infants. r=.57
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Discussion

The correlation represented in Figure 3 (r=.57) suggests that being 
overweight early in life may lead to overweight or obesity later on. Perfect 
prediction is not possible with this data as it is very likely that many parents and 
pediatricians became aware of overweight and obesity in these infants at a young 
age and acted to correct the problem. In spite of this probable remediation the 
correlation was significant and may still be useful in prediction of excessive 
weight gains. 

The utility of the obesity quotient depends on being able to use the 
median BMI directly from the WHO data tables. The WHO distribution 
only applies to the first five years of an infant’s life. A computer program 
available at obesityquotient.com has been written so that the OQ value for 
each appointment can be easily obtained by comparing the calculated BMI 
against the WHO median values for ages 0 to 5 years. Other median BMI 
data are available for older children and is in the process of being added to the 
calculations used on the website. 

In Figure 3 the correlation is .57 indicating that over 30% of the variance in 
the 4-5 year average OQ can be attributed to the average OQ during the first 
180-540 days of life. This means that if a child is overweight during this yearly 
interval there is an indication they may be overweight at the end of five years. 
This correlation of .57 is substantial when one considers that other variables 
such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, sex, prenatal care, accurate gestational 
age, etc. are not included. Dubois, L and Girard, M (2006) offer other useful 
predictors of obesity not included such as maternal smoking, and overweight 
parents. The criterion for obesity is an OQ greater than 1.18. In the present 
study ethnic data and sex classification were available. Differences in weight due 
to sex were not significant. More than 1/3 of this study’s subjects were Asian. 
When one looks at ethnicity the frequency of obesity in Haw-Pac infants is 
almost twice that of Asians and Caucasians, and could contribute as a predictor.

There is also an indication in this study that an increased number of clinical 
visits is related to less obesity in infants. The average number of visits in the 
population is 11.8 per infant. Infants who have an extended number of visits 
with their pediatrician, 17 or more visits per child, have a small probability of 
being obese. There are 47 children with 17 or more visits over five years. It turns 
out that only one infant with an obesity quotient greater than 1.18 can be found 
among 47 possible candidates or about 2%. 
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Success Factors for Marshallese Students at a 
Local Community College

Carsten Schmidtke
University of Arkansas

Few Marshallese high school graduates choose to attend college, preferring to enter the 
workforce directly out of high school. The purpose of this study was to describe and analyze 
the educational experiences of Marshallese students at one local community college as they 
relate to educational success. Rather than once more focus on structural problems that have 
been documented in the literature on Pacific Islanders, this study wanted to look at what 
works instead and learn from student successes. Semi-structured interviews in a pragmatic 
qualitative design were used to elicit student’s perceptions of their success factors. Participants 
identified family influence and support as the major factor in their decision to attend college 
and their ability to be successful. Recommendations include that colleges serving Marshallese 
students consider testing and possibly adopting and adapting existing models and programs 
identified as harnessing this family support, e.g., the Pacific Islander Health Care Professions 
Pipeline, the Family Education Model that trains families in how to support their college-
going children, the Two Feathers Curriculum that includes career development activities, or 
the Parent-Community Networking Center that provides a space for teachers, students, and 
parents to meet and discuss challenges and their solutions.    

2017 Vol. 16, No. 1 pp. 19–54
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T he first group of Marshallese arrived in Arkansas in the 1980s to take jobs 
in the poultry industry. Another wave came in 1996, when a reduction in 

U.S. aid caused major economic problems in the islands. Today, an estimated 
4,000 to 6,000 Marshallese live in the area. Because of the islands’ two 
Compacts of Free Association with the United States, Marshallese citizens are 
legally permitted to work in the United States but are barred from receiving any 
public benefits (Babic, 2015; “Consulate opens,” 2009; Duke, 2013; Jimeno S., 
2013; Roche & Mariano, 2002).

Many Marshallese immigrants have limited education. They came to 
Arkansas to work and make money although they often seek better educational 
opportunities for their children than what is available back home. Although 
Marshallese parents say that they want their children to go to college and some 
Marshallese high school students have the same aspirations, almost all graduates 
enter the workforce after high school, and administrators have been unable to 
discern a reason for this behavior (Roche & Mariano, 2002). 

The purpose of this study is to describe and analyze the educational 
experiences of Marshallese students at one local community college as they 
relate to educational success and identify the most salient success factors. Rather 
than once more investigate structural problems that have repeatedly been 
documented in the literature on Pacific Islanders (e.g., Ah-Sam & Robinson, 
1998; Aina et al., 2006; Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012; Makuakane-Drechsel & 
Hagedorn, 2000; Okamoto et al., 2008; Ratliffe, 2011; Tran et al., 2010), this 
study wanted to focus on student success factors because Hokoana and Oliveira 
(2012) had identified them as needing more attention from researchers. It also 
wanted to follow the call by Hagedorn, Lester, Moon, and Tibbetts (2006) to 
provide more data on community college students.  

Historical and Cultural Background Information

The Marshall Islands consist of a group of twenty-nine atolls and five islands 
in the Pacific Ocean, located west of the international dateline and north of 
the equator. Twenty-four atolls and islands are populated, with the majority 
of the population living in the cities of Majuro on Majuro Atoll and Ebeye on 
Kwajalein Atoll. The combined size of the atolls is roughly similar to that of 
Washington, D.C., and most of the land is near sea level with the highest point 
10 m above sea level. The soil is mainly coral limestone and sand (RMI Embassy, 
2005; Terry & Thaman, 2008).

The Marshall Islands were settled by Micronesians as early as the second 
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millennium B.C.E. Their early history is almost completely unknown (Thomas, 
2008a). Written history begins with the arrival of the Spanish in 1526. The 
first Englishmen to reach the islands were John Charles Marshall and Thomas 
Gilbert in 1788, the former of whom ultimately became their namesake. 
However, the islands came under Spanish sovereignty until they were included 
in the German Protectorate of New Guinea in 1886 (Thomas, 2008b). In 1914, 
Japan took possession of the islands from Germany and over the years tried to 
assimilate Marshallese culture by settling Japanese citizens on the islands and 
requiring that Japanese language and culture be taught in schools. In 1944, 
the U.S. captured the islands and eventually made the area part of the Trust 
Territory of the Pacific Islands (Thomas, 2008b).

From 1946 to 1958, the islands, in particular Bikini Atoll, were the proving 
ground for sixty-seven nuclear weapons tests (Duke, 2013). In 1979, the 
Marshall Islands were granted self-governance, and in 1986, the Republic of the 
Marshall Islands attained sovereignty. The United States, through Compacts 
of Free Association signed in 1986 and again in 2004, provides defense and 
economic aid for continued use of a military base. In 1990, the United Nations 
also ended its trusteeship status (RMI Embassy, 2005; Talmy, 2006).

The total population of the Marshall Islands is around 70,000 with a growth 
rate of 2.21% per year. The Marshallese population is young, with 36.6% of 
inhabitants fifteen years or younger. The official (and traditional) language is 
Marshallese (Kajin Majel), but English is commonly spoken. The Marshallese 
traditionally lived in matrilineal clans, which held all the land rights. Family 
gatherings are important social events. Islanders used to be (and still are) 
skilled outrigger boat builders and navigators ( Janssen, Liu, & Ross, 2015; 
RMI Embassy, 2005; Thomas, 2008b). The Marshallese economy consists of 
a subsistence sector (breadfruit, banana, taro, and pandanus cultivation) and 
a modern service-centered sector (trade, restaurants, banking, and insurance). 
Copra oil is the biggest export, and handicrafts and tourism also produce some 
income. Marine resources (tuna, deep-seabed minerals) are another source 
of income. Major imports are foodstuffs, machinery, consumer goods, and 
petroleum products. Of the total population, 11% work in agriculture, 16% in 
industry, and 73% in services. The official currency is the U.S. dollar. More than 
half of the country’s annual budget is provided by the United States in direct aid 
( Janssen, Liu, & Ross, 2015; RMI Embassy, 2005).

The Republic of the Marshall Islands is a parliamentary representative 
democratic republic with a bicameral legislature. The president is both head 
of state and head of government. The country has a parliament (Nitijela), a 
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council of twelve tribal chiefs (Council of Iroij), and an independent judiciary. 
The president is elected from the members of the Nitijela, and the thirty-three 
Nitijela members, called “senators,” are elected to four-year terms. The greatest 
present political challenge is the co-existence of a parliamentary structure and 
a traditional hierarchical clan society with powerful local clan chiefs (RMI 
Embassy, 2005). 

Literature Review

Not a single study exists that deals exclusively with educational access, 
outcomes, barriers, or successes for Marshallese post-secondary students. 
The Marshallese are usually subsumed under a category referred to as Pacific 
Islanders (PI), which in turn is often subsumed under a category variously 
referred to as Asian Pacific Islanders (API) (e.g., Washington State Workforce 
Training and Education Coordinating Board, 2005), Asian American Pacific 
Islanders (AAPI) (e.g., CARE, 2010), or Asian Pacific Americans (APA) 
(e.g., Nakanishi, 1988).  To obtain more information relevant to specific 
PI populations, numerous scholars have called for the disaggregation of 
educational data (Chang et al., 2010; Coloma, 2006; Diaz, 2004; Hagedorn et 
al., 2006; Kana’iaupuni, 2011; Labrador & Wright, 2011; Lei, 2006; Museus, 
2013; Orsuwan, 2011; Rho et al., 2011; Wright & Balutski, 2013). The need 
for disaggregation, it has been argued, is the result of the fact that PIs generally 
have greater barriers to overcome than Asian Americans and are often doubly 
disadvantaged in higher education access because Asian American students tend 
to fill all available slots under existing admission caps for AAPI students and 
also receive the bulk of limited scholarship funds, effectively pushing many PIs 
out of higher education (Wright & Balutski, 2013).

In addition, PIs are not a homogeneous group (Lei, 2006). Students come 
from a variety of islands that have quite distinct cultures and languages. Political 
and historical considerations complicate this picture further. Some PIs come 
from independent island nations that were never colonized (e.g., Tonga); some 
come from islands that are now politically (although not always economically) 
independent (e.g., the Republic of the Marshall Islands); and some come from 
islands that are still territories of the United States (e.g., Guam). These different 
historical situations often lead to different perceptions of and attitudes toward 
the United States. Current political circumstances also impact people’s ability to 
live, work, and go to school in the United States and to qualify for financial aid 
if needed (Diaz, 2004).
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The state of affairs is made even more complex by where people settle and 
where they were born. PIs who migrated to Hawaii, the homeland of another 
PI group, will have a different experience from those who migrated to the U.S. 
mainland. People born in an island nation and moving to Hawaii as children, 
adolescents, or adults will have an experience different from those born in 
Hawaii. People who migrated to the mainland and then moved to Hawaii 
will have an experience different from those who migrated directly to Hawaii, 
and people who were born on the mainland and then migrated to Hawaii will 
have experiences different from those who were born on the mainland and 
stayed. The different combinations of background factors like perceptions, 
political status, place of birth, migration patterns, and others all have potential 
implications for educational success and retention in college (Diaz, 2004).

If data sets have been disaggregated, this has not been done in a consistent 
manner. Sometimes a simple distinction is made between Asian Americans 
(AA) and Pacific Islanders (PI), a group also referred to as Native Hawaiians 
and Pacific Islanders (NHPI) (e.g., Benham, 2006). Other studies will treat 
Native Hawaiians (NH) separately but combine everyone else under the Pacific 
Islander (PI) label (e.g., Museus, 2013). If the PI group is further disaggregated, 
there is no consistent pattern, either. For example, the National Commission 
on Asian American and Pacific Islander Research in Education (CARE) 
(2008) reported some of its data under the AAPI label; some disaggregated 
into Native Hawaiian, Samoan, Tongan, Marshallese, and Guamanian; and 
some further disaggregated by adding Fijian and Other PI. In 2010, however, 
CARE’s categories were Tongan, Samoan, Guamanian/Chamorro, and Native 
Hawaiian if disaggregated and AAPI otherwise. The State of California has 
used multiple classification schemes such as API, AANHPI, NHPI, NH, and 
Chamorro, but it also at times disaggregated some PI data into Fijian, Tongan, 
Samoan, Chamorro, and NH (Chang et al., 2010). Rho et al. (2011) on their 
part disaggregated into NH, Samoan, Guamanian, Tongan, Other Micronesian, 
Melanesian, Other NH and PI, Other Polynesian, and Two or More Races for 
some of their data and Tongan, Melanesian, Samoan, NH, and Guamanian for 
some of their other data.

Instead of looking at PIs as just another immigrant group, Makuakane-
Drechsel and Hagedorn (2000) suggested that they are actually closer to 
American Indians because they are indigenous people who were often colonized 
by the United States. Sovereignty, self-determination, decolonization, civil 
rights, and equity are thus important issues to consider when researching 
this population (Diaz, 2004; Labrador & Wright, 2011). As a result, Native 
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Hawaiians are often grouped with American Indians and Alaska Natives (e.g., 
AIANNH Caucus, 2016). Current terminology is said to make matters worse 
by suppressing unique circumstances and conditions, leading to a loss of specific 
differences in the eyes of researchers (Coloma, 2006; Diaz, 2004; Wright & 
Balutski, 2013). Paying attention to diversity among different island nations 
and cultures is crucial as expressed by one of Ah Sam and Robinson’s (1998) 
participants:

The real issue of training professionals to work in the Pacific 
Islands is one of cultural and linguistic sensitivity. Cultural 
differences in the Pacific and among the island nations are very 
distinct. Attention to the diversity among us, the development 
of indigenous professionals who can become bicultural to 
work in local languages and cultures, and to the acquisition of 
expertise in a world-wide system is needed. (45)

Considering this situation, this researcher made two conscious decisions 
concerning this literature review: First, to honor the call for disaggregated 
data, he has deliberately decided to include only studies that disaggregate data 
at least to the Pacific Islander level. Second, despite the fact that the different 
classification schemes make comparison of data difficult if not impossible, he 
will simply report previous findings, mention specific sub-groups only when 
it seems crucial, and otherwise caution readers to be aware of inconsistent 
approaches to disaggregation when reading this literature review.

Population Characteristics

Pacific Islanders (PI) live mostly in California, the State of Washington, 
and Hawaii. The Marshallese also have a large presence in Arkansas, and their 
numbers there grew by 150% between 2000 and 2010 (Museus, 2013). Twenty-
four PI groups living in the United States have been identified; the largest are 
Native Hawaiians (45%), Samoans (15%), Guamanians/ Chamorros (12%), 
Tongans (5%), and Fijians (3%). The Marshallese are listed at 1.5% of the total 
number of PIs (Museus, 2013; National Education Association, 2007).

The PI population in the United States is young and has higher growth rates 
than all other ethnic groups. Many young PIs live in single-parent households 
and are disproportionately affected by poverty and homelessness with 38% 
living below the poverty line and 19% of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds 
neither in school nor working (Aina et al., 2006; CARE, 2010; Hagedorn et al., 
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2006; Kana’iaupuni, 2011; Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000; Ratliffe, 
2010). PIs are frequently employed in manufacturing or production jobs, 
making them vulnerable to layoffs during economic downturns (Museus, 2013).

The 2010 Census counted 4,300 Marshallese living in Arkansas although 
numbers as high as 20,000 have been reported (Babic, 2015; “Consulate opens,” 
2009; Duke, 2013; Jimeno S., 2013; Roche & Mariano, 2002). Ninety-eight 
percent of them are not U.S. citizens. Most live in two Arkansas counties, and 
76% work in the poultry industry. As for educational attainment, 12% came 
to take advantage of educational opportunities, and 18% mentioned education 
as their major concern. A little over half (51%) had completed high school 
while 35% had attended high school but not graduated; 9% had some college, 
2% had an associate’s degree, and 3% had a bachelor’s degree. Although their 
per capita income is only one-fourth of the U.S. average, it is still four times as 
much as they would make back home. In addition, the unemployment rate of 
the Marshallese in Arkansas is only 7% whereas in the islands, it stands at 31% 
( Jimeno S., 2013; Roche & Mariano, 2002). It has been alleged that fear of 
unemployment, cultural differences, and the lack of a tradition of advocating 
on one’s own behalf have allowed industry to keep the wages of Marshallese 
employees artificially low, a claim that employers deny vigorously (Babic, 2015). 

Culture and Migration

PI culture, including Micronesian culture, tends to be dominated by a 
collectivist orientation, meaning that community and family are highly valued, 
that community acceptance is highly prized, that people depend on one 
another, that they share responsibilities to take care of community members 
and ensure the functioning of their group, and that individual needs and desires 
are subordinate to community needs. Family obligations are at the center of 
this way of thinking and are never regarded as optional. Not discharging such 
obligations can have dire consequences for one’s acceptance by the community. 
In addition, people strive for harmony and will avoid confronting, challenging, 
and disagreeing with other community members (Okamoto at el., 2008; 
Ratliffe, 2010, 2011).

 Migration to the United States is usually explained with a desire for better 
education, economic stability through better jobs, higher wages and a higher 
standard of living, and quality health care. Migration frequently begins with a 
family member’s being recruited into a job in the United States or a child’s being 
sent to live with relatives to take advantage of educational opportunities. Parents 
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and grandparents usually stay behind in these cases, but they remain closely 
involved in the lives of those family members who have left and frequently 
depend on money sent back home. Those who have left, in turn, will rarely make 
major life decisions without checking with family members back home first. 
Adults who migrate to the United States usually see their absence as temporary. 
They count on being able to return home temporarily any time family 
obligations compel them to and dream of returning permanently at some point 
in the future (Okamoto et al., 2008; Pobutsky et al., 2005; Ratliffe, 2011). 

Educational Situation

The educational situation of PIs is distressing. The high school dropout rate 
hovers at around 20% (Chang et al., 2010). As for Native Hawaiians, the non-
completion rate of 32.2% is over ten percentage points above that of PIs overall 
(CARE, 2010; Kana’iaupuni, 2013). PIs persistently score below their age peers 
in reading, writing, and math on college admission exams (Hokoana & Oliveira, 
2012), and Native Hawaiians’ language and math proficiency is among the 
lowest nationwide (Kana’iaupuni, 2013). 

These low scores have been cited as the major reason for low college 
attendance, but those who do enroll also do not fare well. Only 29% of 
eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-old PIs are enrolled in college as compared with 
39% of Whites and 57% of Asians (Aina et al., 2006). Graduation rates vary 
based on location and ethnicity but are consistently lower than national or state 
averages (Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000). PIs in Hawaii graduate 
at lower rates than those on the mainland, and PIs in California graduate at 
lower rates than those elsewhere on the mainland (Aina et al., 2006). Men are 
more likely to finish college than women (Rho et al., 2011). Fewer PIs than 
members of most other groups have bachelor’s degrees. Attainment rates have 
variously been reported as 11.2% (National Education Association, 2007), 
13.8% (Hagedorn et al., 2006), or 18% (Aina et al., 2006). The Marshallese in 
particular have the lowest bachelor’s degree attainment rate of all PI groups with 
only 5.1% (CARE, 2008), 3% for those in Arkansas ( Jimeno S., 2013).

Barriers to College Attendance and Success

The major barrier to college attendance cited in the literature is financial 
problems resulting from low socio-economic status and high poverty rates 
(Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012; Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000; Tran et 
al., 2010). Because PIs frequently work in unskilled jobs with low wages, lack of 
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money forces families to live in crowded apartments or houses in low-income 
neighborhoods with high crime rates even if family members combine their 
resources. The stress factors that young people experience under such conditions 
often lead to alcohol and drug abuse and preclude college success because of 
the pressure to go to work to support their families rather than attend college 
(Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012; Okamoto et al., 2008; Ratliffe, 2010, 2011; 
Yamada & Pobutsky, 2010). 

A second important barrier is cultural. Young people often encounter 
conflict between school and family, community, and church obligations. Parents 
often show a lack of support in order to keep their children close to home 
and have them give precedence to family and church (providing free child 
care, helping relatives who are ill or have other needs, attending church events 
and funerals). There is still a lack of information about the true effect of such 
obligations on children’s education, but this tension does have a negative impact 
on integration (Ratliffe, 2011). In addition, parents often do not understand 
what schools expect from them and believe that education should take place 
only in school (Aina et al., 2006; Ratliffe, 2010, 2011; Tran et al., 2010). 
Second, peer pressure coming from PI friends and family members who are not 
motivated to attend school can be difficult to resist. Third, many children speak 
limited English and may spend years catching up to their peers, which in turn 
impacts their ability to keep up with academics (Okamoto et al., 2008; Ratliffe, 
2010). Finally, some PIs suffer from a lack of self-confidence. Native Hawaiians, 
for instance, often believe that they have to overcome more and higher barriers 
than non-Hawaiians (Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012).

The third barrier is institutional. Apart from hostile campus climates 
and racism that make PI students feel unwelcome (Okamoto et al., 2008), a 
number of institutional shortcomings are mentioned by Ah Sam and Robinson 
(1998): lack of understanding of cultural and linguistic challenges, lack of one-
stop support services, inadequate advising, lack of pre-college or orientation 
programs focused on PI needs, absence of role models, and insufficient outreach 
into and communication with the PI community.

Success Factors

Factors that have had a positive influence on community college student 
success include success orientation, advisement, student integration, relevant 
support services, involvement of all campus employees, and “academic 
momentum” (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013, p. 274).
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Student success may be fostered through a required new student 
orientation, pre-college outreach, summer bridge programs, and first-year 
courses focusing on developing positive attitudes and constructive habits 
(McClenny & Waiwaiole, 2005). Law (2014) additionally recommended that 
such programs include individual attention for at-risk students and intensive 
advising for those with low standardized test scores. Kolenovic, Linderman, 
and Karp (2013) emphasized the necessity to help students make personal 
connections to improve their integration into the campus. They also stressed the 
importance of “academic momentum” once classes have begun, meaning that 
students set academic goals and work toward them by planning their schedules 
several semesters ahead of time and earning credits as quickly as possible. In 
fact, the number of successfully completed first-semester credit hours appears 
to be correlated with long-term persistence (Fike & Fike, 2008; Law, 2014). 
Momentum is also maintained through tutoring, online courses for students 
with transportation issues, short-term classes, and opportunities for students to 
retake final exams rather than entire classes (McClenny & Waiwaiole, 2005).

Support services should actively seek out students, stay apprised of student 
progress, and intervene even if students have not solicited help. Part of such 
“intrusive” support (Kolenovic, Linderman, & Karp, 2013, p. 276) is a system 
requiring faculty members to send electronic updates about student progress to 
support staff (Fike & Fike, 2008). Such intensive and proactive advising should 
include career development and be continued until the student graduates. 
Finally, all campus employees should be trained in student support practices. 
Coordinating efforts and resources among faculty, staff, and administrators; 
encouraging personal contact with students to obtain a better understanding 
of their needs; and collecting and analyzing all available student data will 
contribute to student success and create an overall more welcoming campus 
climate (McClenney & Waiwaiole, 2005).

Three major success factors for PIs in particular have been identified in 
the literature: financial aid, culture, and family support (Ah Sam & Robinson, 
1998; Hagedorn et al., 2006). Parental support has been described as so crucial 
that it can even help overcome challenges resulting from a lack of academic 
preparation. In addition, a correlation between parental support and bachelor’s 
degree attainment has been claimed (Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012). As for 
culture, native language and culturally relevant instruction as well as church 
events that celebrate PI culture and create a positive ethnic and cultural identity 
have been positively correlated with school success for Native Hawaiians and 
Micronesians living in Hawaii (Kana’iaupuni, 2011; Okamoto et al., 2008; 



Success Factors for Marshellese Students at a Local Community College:

29

Orsuwan, 2011), and NH students perceived that being grounded in their 
culture and having their culture integrated into the curriculum will in fact 
develop good problem-solving skills and lead to better educational and health 
outcomes (Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012; Okamoto et al., 2008). 

Unmet Needs

Hokoana and Oliveira (2012) asserted that an acknowledgement of PIs’ 
perception of a negative campus environment and an understanding of people’s 
views of their history and culture are needed to develop truly supportive campus 
services. Research has been asked to provide foundational knowledge based on 
data about educational, socio-economic, and health backgrounds; retention and 
graduation rates; and success factors and barriers to college success (e.g., high 
school grades, student engagement, etc.) that helps scholars and practitioners 
understand how PI students may be served better (Chang et el., 2010; Hokoana 
& Oliveira, 2012; Kana’iaupuni, 2011; Museus, 2013). Since many students 
start their educational careers at community colleges, demographic and 
educational data on PI community college students are also needed (Hagedorn 
et al., 2006). Research could also help develop solutions by looking at PI 
students through an indigenous and decolonization lens to find ways to help PI 
students negotiate their identities better (Wright & Balutski, 2013).

As for practice, colleges can include more PI topics in the curriculum by 
teaching employees about PI cultures and provide students with opportunities 
to interact with other PI students (Wright & Balutski, 2013). Policies must 
be put into place that simplify the transition from high school to college and 
inform students about the needed academic requirements (Chang et al., 2010; 
Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000). Colleges must also improve outreach 
to schools, communities, and families to build support networks and help 
friends and families understand the logistics of a college education (Museus, 
2013; Tran et al., 2010). Finally, colleges can improve financial aid by exploring 
additional funding sources and partnering with agencies that support PIs as well 
as with employers in the islands (Ah Sam & Robinson, 1998).

In addition, greater advocacy is required. Colleges must lobby local, state, 
and federal lawmakers for policy changes that facilitate college access for PIs 
and support the integration of PI culture into the curriculum. Furthermore, 
community agencies must be brought into the support network for college 
students and realize that extending their services to students will benefit the PI 
community at large (Aina et al., 2006; Kana’iaupuni, 2011).
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Suggestions for Improvement

It has been suggested that public officials reach out to leaders in low-income 
communities and work with them to strengthen and expand community ties 
and resources. One mission would be to identify families in need proactively 
and offer culturally appropriate services like financial aid counseling, career 
development and job placement, vocational training, and substance abuse 
prevention before any problems develop and amplify (Okamoto et al., 2008). 
As for teachers, Ratliffe (2010, 2011) advocated intensive professional 
development activities so that teachers know which information parents and 
families need about expectations and other school matters when their children 
first enroll, understand PI culture and find respectful ways to ask about families’ 
cultural backgrounds to establish a relationship, develop culturally appropriate 
materials that help new immigrant students understand American culture, and 
work with parents on how to support education in the home.

Tran et al. (2010) reported on a specific comprehensive approach based on 
the Pacific Islander Health Care Pipeline Project (PIHCPP) originally designed 
to improve the public health workforce. Their suggestions largely addressed the 
needs mentioned above: work to improve students’ knowledge and skills, bring 
the community into the educational process, educate leaders and administrators 
on PI needs, create broader support networks, institute better college outreach, 
and lobby legislators for changes in policy. No online information past 2010 
is available about this project, but it is said to have continued without grant 
funding (Nia Aitaoto, personal communication, May 23, 2016). Ah Sam and 
Robinson (1998) championed better data collection on all aspects of students’ 
lives, better student monitoring, and better availability of data. In addition, 
they supported improved outreach so that information on available educational 
choices and on academic readiness is available to potential students. 

Another program called the Two Feathers Curriculum (Alliman-Brissett & 
Turner, 2005) originally designed for indigenous students and their families (in 
this case American Indians) might also be adapted for Marshallese students. The 
Two Feathers Curriculum is an approach to career counseling and development. 
It wants to assist students in finding information on careers and college majors, 
dealing with real and perceived barriers to educational attainment, setting 
educational goals, and identifying people in their social networks that will 
be supportive of career and educational choices. The literature on American 
Indians, in fact, reported that such pre-college programs have been shown to 
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be highly effective in improving student success and retention (González, 2013; 
Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Waterman, Shotton, Lowe, & Brown, 2013).

The importance of family relationships in both American Indian and 
Marshallese cultures suggests the possible applicability of another program, the 
Family Education Model (HeavyRunner & DeCelles, 2002). This model seeks 
to include families in the entire process of education, from making a decision 
to attend college to choosing a major to being supportive of their college-going 
children. The model also attempts to deal with the frequent conflicts between 
family obligations and educational requirements and tries to help families 
navigate difficult issues of cultural mismatches.

Finally, Onikama, Hammond, and Koki (1998) proposed the establishment 
of a Parent-Community Networking Center (PCNC). A PCNC is conceived 
to serve as a place where parents, teachers, and community resource people 
can meet. It is operated by a facilitator who is a respected member of the PI 
community and is accepted by local families. Originally meant for primary 
and secondary education environments, a PCNC functions as a sort of 
clearinghouse for various community activities related to education and 
provides a meeting space for such activities. It can offer workshops for students 
and parents organized by local colleges or community organizations, hold 
college readiness classes and training programs, and disseminate all kinds of 
useful information about education, health, legal matters, etc.

Research Question

The following research question guided this study: “What are the 
perceptions of some Marshallese students enrolled in a local community college 
about which factors contributed to their success and persistence?”

 
Research Methodology and Setting

Interior Highlands Community College (IHCC—the name is a 
pseudonym), the only community college in the part of Arkansas where the 
vast majority of the Marshallese population resides, had an enrollment of 8,020 
students in Fall 2013. The college offers terminal A.A.S. degrees in technical 
and occupational fields, A.A. and A.S. transfer degrees, technical certificates 
and certificates of proficiency, ABE and ESL courses, and corporate learning 
programs. 
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Population and Sample

As the purpose of this study was to focus on success factors for retention, 
the participants were Marshallese students at IHCC who had completed at 
least one semester and had been retained for a second or subsequent semesters. 
The Registrar’s Office at IHCC provided a list of all students who had self-
identified as Pacific Islanders, a total of sixteen for Fall 2013. With the help of a 
faculty member who works with the Marshallese community and a Marshallese 
staff member, ten of those students were ultimately identified as Marshallese, 
and six of them met the criterion of having been retained at least one semester. 
Therefore, the sampling procedure was “criterion sampling” (Patton, 2002).  
From the perspective of the larger population of Marshallese high school 
graduates, the sampling procedure could also be considered “extreme sampling” 
because it is quite rare to find Marshallese students who attend college and 
are retained past the first semester. All six students meeting the criterion were 
invited to participate in an interview of 45-60 minutes. Attempts were made 
to contact those six students by email, by phone, and in person to arrange a 
meeting to discuss their participation in this study. Four students eventually 
agreed to meet and be interviewed; the remaining two did not respond to 
meeting requests, and attempts to speak with them before or after their classes 
failed as a result of frequent absences. In the end, this study was conducted with 
the four students willing to participate. 

All participants were interviewed once with interview length ranging 
between 50 and 70 minutes. Interviews were conducted on the IHCC campus 
because that location proved to be most convenient considering participants’ 
school, work, and family obligations. Participants were asked to select a campus 
location of their choice, but all four participants deferred to the researcher 
on this matter, and the interviews were ultimately conducted in a private 
conference room inside the campus library.

Although researchers must be aware of the size of their population and 
then determine an appropriate sampling strategy (Marshall & Rossman, 2011), 
the size of the population and the available sample can mean that qualitative 
researchers simply “take what they can get” (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1409), 
especially when participant numbers are also determined by time and resources 
(Savin-Badin & Major, 2013).  In the case of this study, the entire population 
of Marshallese students at IHCC in the semester when the researcher was able 
to collect data consisted of ten individuals, six of whom met the criterion of 
having been retained for at least one semester. Patton (2002) acknowledged the 
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problem of small samples but added that if the sampling strategy aligned with 
the study’s purpose and the researchers explained their reasoning, provided 
a clear rationale, addressed issues of validity, and did not overgeneralize their 
results, then the sample size had to be judged in its context. In this case, 
criterion sampling included 60% of the population and resulted in a 67% 
participation rate. Since in qualitative studies validity is dependent more on the 
quality of the information than the numbers of participants, valuable in-depth 
information does not require a large sample (Marshall & Rossmann, 2011; 
Patton, 2002). 

Table 1

Participant Information.

Research Design and Instrumentation

Based on this study’s emphasis on student perceptions of success factors, 
pragmatic qualitative research appeared as the appropriate choice because 
this study, as stated by Merriam (1998), “seek[s] to discover and understand 
a phenomenon, a process, or the perspectives and worldviews of the people 
involved” (p. 11). This researcher indeed intended to obtain a deeper rather 
than a broader understanding of the participants’ reasons for staying in college 
when so many of their age peers took a different career trajectory (Silverman, 
2001).  Since no previous studies on Marshallese students in higher education 
existed, it seemed appropriate to learn about and describe participants’ 
perceptions first: “Pragmatic qualitative research … marks the meeting point 
of description and interpretation, in which description involves presentation 
of the facts, feelings and experiences in everyday language of participants, as 
interpreted by the researcher” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 172). 
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Every participant was asked the same set of questions, which were designed 
to elicit more than a yes/no response and touched on issues such as personal 
and family background; interactions with family, friends, classmates, and 
instructors; the path taken to college; future plans; challenges and successes, 
and others. The interview strategy was topical interviewing with a tree-and-
branch model (Rubin & Rubin, 2013). This researcher had a specific topic in 
mind, and the tree-and-branch model allowed him to formulate questions for 
the specific branches of the tree he wished to explore without taking away his 
opportunity to follow up on answers and explore new branches as they came up 
during the interview. All questions asked for personal impressions, not for what 
participants considered to be true. 

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted as content analysis (Rossmann & Rallis, 2003, 
p. 198), i.e., intimate knowledge of the data from all participants is used to 
uncover consistencies across data sources that help find answers to the original 
research question. Data are organized into patterns, categories, and finally 
themes based on participants’ statements (emic analysis), and these themes and 
categories then lead to the generation of meaning through interpretation. 

In the first coding step, open coding (Flick, 2002; Patton, 2002), this 
researcher immersed himself in the data by reading the transcripts line by 
line several times and jotting down first codes representing interesting and 
emerging ideas, unexpected information, and possible items that might indicate 
patterns and themes. A second round of open coding was conducted to see if 
any of the codes could be grouped together. The main coding method used was 
initial coding as explained by Saldaña (2009): “It is an opportunity for you as 
a researcher to reflect deeply on the contents and nuances of your data and to 
begin taking ownership of them” (p. 81). Initial coding was combined with in 
vivo coding considering the recommendation that Pacific Islanders be treated 
as indigenous populations (Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000); this 
researcher wanted to ensure that participants’ voices were captured authentically 
and were given prominence in the data analysis (Saldaña, 2009).

In the next step, interview transcripts with codes and categories clearly 
applied were refined and expanded using focused coding techniques (Patton, 
2002; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). The purpose of this step is to choose the 
categories that are most likely to provide answers to the research question, assign 
the different data segments to these categories, and decide which codes should 
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function as major categories and which ones as subcategories. The final step, 
selective coding, is used to develop core categories or themes from the categories 
at hand (Flick, 2002). This researcher integrated the categories around such 
central ideas, once again working across categories to look for any connections 
that had gone unnoticed, and ended up with one indigenous theme around 
which the categories could be grouped. 

Trustworthiness and Rigor

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested that the criteria of credibility, 
transferability, and dependability be used to establish trustworthiness and rigor 
of a qualitative study.  Credibility was assured through detailed field notes with 
particular emphasis on context and participant comments, the use of emic 
codes whenever possible, a search for alternative themes and categories through 
data reorganization, and a data check across categories. To allow a level of 
transferability, this researcher described the complete process of data gathering, 
analysis, and interpretation in detail. The more pertinent detail has been 
provided, the easier it is to identify another context as sufficiently similar and 
check if findings may apply. Dependability was established through a careful 
check of data sources and an audit trail, that is, a step-by-step documentation 
and accounting of each part of the research process (Meriam, 1998). 

Researcher Positionality

I am a European male who immigrated to the United States over 25 years 
ago. I have taught indigenous and immigrant students for more than 20 years 
and am specifically interested in improving access to and retention in post-
secondary workforce education programs for immigrant and minority students 
and continue to conduct research on this issue. I strongly believe that post-
secondary institutions can work to create a more welcoming and supportive 
environment for these students and thus greatly contribute to retention.

The relationship between a researcher from the dominant culture and 
a participant from a minority culture can be very delicate and is fraught 
with issues of power and cultural misunderstanding. Therefore, pertinent 
information about the researcher that may have an effect on data collection, 
analysis, and interpretation (e.g. characteristics, biases, expectations, prior 
knowledge) was questioned and examined in the field notes written after each 
interview and the reflective memos written during the data analysis process. 
Great care was taken to assume a stance that Patton (2002) called “empathic 
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neutrality” (p. 50), that is, researchers show caring and warmth toward their 
participants while remaining neutral toward the content. I expressly told the 
participants that I had come to listen and learn, not act as an expert.

However, Swisher (1998), for example, claimed that non-indigenous 
researchers cannot possibly understand the intricacies of indigenous cultures 
(she was writing about American Indians) and contemporary life issues of 
indigenous people, and Jackson and Smith (2001) even claimed that cultural 
mores prevent many indigenous students from ever telling outside researchers 
their true perceptions and compel them to either withhold information or say 
what they think the researchers want to hear, a sentiment echoed by one of the 
participants in this study: “I think Marshallese can be really shy. … But I think 
it might be hard if you were to ask them questions. They probably might not 
even answer, like probably just smile. I just think you have to really get them 
to talk and stuff.” My attempts to attenuate these effects consisted first of all in 
carefully designing and pilot-testing the interview protocol and establishing 
a conversational partnership with my participants (Rubin & Rubin, 2013). 
Taking the time to do so and showing an interest in and respect for Marshallese 
culture went a long way in easing participant apprehension. To accomplish the 
conversational partnership, the first third of the interview was dedicated to a 
conversation about students’ backgrounds and families and about Marshallese 
culture. In fact, the entire interview was held as a conversation, not a cross-
examination where answers to questions were checked off a list. Comments 
from two participants also suggested that this researcher’s own immigrant status 
made a difference in participant perceptions of him.

Finally, I made sure that my data analysis consisted of a very close reading 
and that all findings could be supported with participant statements. In 
addition, data were carefully cross-referenced and checked within and across 
categories to make sure that no important participant statements were missed or 
misconstrued. The in vivo coding method helped greatly in this endeavor.

Limitations

The first limitation of this study is geographic. As a result of the location of 
IHCC, only Marshallese living in Arkansas were included in this study. Second, 
because few Marshallese attend college in the first place, the research was 
conducted with a small number of participants. Because of the small number of 
available participants, they were chosen based on their willingness to participate, 
and no attempt was made to control for certain factors (gender, birth place, 
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level of acculturation, family educational background, etc.) although such data 
were collected to see if patterns emerged that may be tied to these factors. Third, 
time and resource constraints forced the researcher to conduct this research over 
the course of one semester.

Fourth, statements made by students were taken in good faith. Interviewing 
students with a carefully selected and tested interview protocol helped 
minimize the possibility that students gave responses they thought they were 
supposed to give, and rigorous data analysis with a focus on indigenous or emic 
codes and cross-category checking helped to select categories and themes that 
emerged from the data. 

Findings

Despite occasional comments about the relationship between high school 
and college and the usefulness of campus advisors, only one clear theme related 
to Marshallese student success and retention emerged from the findings: the 
dominant role of family in educational attainment. This pre-eminence was 
very clearly articulated by one participant: “I’ve always believed in family. … 
Everything that I do, I think about my family before I do it. Even when it’s little 
things, I always think about my family. … Everything that I do is decided on 
family goal values.” 

Family was also the major motivational factor for participants. Parental 
hopes for their children created a desire to persist and not quit: “I never do 
[think about quitting] because my parents wouldn’t let me. Pretty sure they’d be 
really mad if I did.” “I cannot quit without letting down my family.” In addition 
to not disappointing parents, making them proud was a secondary motivator: “I 
always wanted to be the first one to graduate, so to see my parents proud, that’d 
be great.”

Migration and Integration

Reasons for coming to the United States were to seek economic 
opportunities or educational opportunities for the children: “My father wanted 
us to go to school, and more opportunity. … [My mom] had family down here, 
and they were talking about how everything had opportunity and everything 
was cheaper. … I mean, the U.S. is probably our best shot at being successful 
at anything, being happy.” “Not many opportunities back home; people 
struggle to survive.” At the same time, despite this search for opportunities 
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and the acknowledgment that returning to the islands could lead to hardship, 
participants and their families still thought about returning home one day: “My 
parents always talk about going back. But it’s tough to go back whenever. It’s 
hard.” “We’re not sure if we’re going to stay here, but I don’t know. They’re still 
deciding on where they want to retire for good.” “That is my goal to eventually 
go back. That’s what our family goal is to go back. We don’t plan on staying here 
forever.”

Being born and growing up in the United States versus being born 
and growing up in the Marshall Islands seemed to make a difference in 
the perception of one’s own culture and attitude toward integration. One 
participant speculated as follows: “I think I had it good because I’ve grown up 
here. If I had moved here two years ago, it would have been different.” The one 
participant who was born in the United States differed from her peers in feeling 
more American than Marshallese, having a wider variety of friends, wanting to 
live away from her family to experience independence, and having no desire to 
move to the Marshall Islands in the future. She also had a rather critical attitude 
toward her community: 

I just think it’s hard for them to adjust. … It takes a while for 
them to adjust to everything like rules, like laws. … I guess they 
don’t really think about that they are in a new place and that 
they need to ….get used to rules here, and they don’t really 
want to. …When they come, they’re not exactly professional 
or something. So you have to change to be more mature in this 
world. … They just don’t always make the smartest decisions on 
stuff. … They don’t take things seriously, or they slack off a lot.

Another participant supported this overall critical assessment: “It is stressful 
to deal with Marshallese. They have no sense of urgency, are very laid back, 
cannot imagine how to get things together.” These statements were supported 
by Babic (2015) and Schulte (2012), who reported that Marshallese immigrants 
are noted for frequent tardiness and absences at school and at work and 
struggle with workplace responsibilities and American bureaucracy in general.  
Participants explained it thus: “Marshallese don’t ever have to change much. 
They stay with what they’re used to, something we’re used to.” “I don’t think we 
figured out what we’re really good at yet. … We know who we are, but we don’t 
know where our place is or what we’re good at in the U.S. yet, so I think we’re 
still in that phase where we’re still trying to figure that out.”
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High School

Every aspect of becoming a successful college student had a strong family 
component, in particular paternal influence and encouragement. Family 
dominance was already present while participants were in high school in that 
their social lives tended to revolve around their families: “It was always my 
parents. …I didn’t really interact with friends.” “I made friends, but I was not… 
I would say hi, but nothing I would really hang out with. I do hang out with 
my cousin a lot.” “Always extended family, always lots of people.” If participants 
had social contacts outside the family, this contact tended to be mainly with 
other Marshallese or possibly Latino/a students: “They were all Marshallese. … 
It was hard to find a race that I was comfortable with besides Marshallese.” “The 
Marshallese, of course, because we speak the same language, we understood each 
other and everything. They understood what I was going through at that time.” 
“I was friends with Hispanics because some of them didn’t know much English, 
too, so we had that in common.”

Looking at high school academics, participants found their experience 
helpful overall but did not give a particularly enthusiastic endorsement: “If 
it weren’t for the classes in high school, I wouldn’t know some of the stuff in 
college now.” “I guess they [high school classes] kind of do [prepare students 
for college]; then again, they kind of don’t. Like some things are a little difficult. 
… Everything’s just harder.” This limited helpfulness of high school classes 
was explained in three ways. First, all participants admitted to being less than 
dedicated to their studies, taking only required coursework, and looking only 
to pass, not to excel: “I was … skipping classes. I was doing all the wrong things, 
took it for granted pretty much.” “I was not ready [for college] because I did not 
take high school seriously.” Second, a lack of English language skills for those 
who were older when they immigrated made high school more challenging: 
“I’m still learning. That was the hard part.” Third, family obligations at times 
interfered with high school success as told by one participants who missed 
several months of school because of a funeral, forcing her to attend the district’s 
alternative high school and delaying graduation by one year: “We went to 
Hawaii for my grandpa’s funeral, so we stayed there for three months, so it was 
my attendance.”

Transition to College

This focus on family as the center of social activities was maintained in 
college: “I hang out with my family and sometimes my friends.” “Just the 
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family—Mom, Dad, and siblings.” “I like to spend time a lot with my family. 
When I was younger, it used to be just friends, but now it’s my family is growing. 
Everybody’s having kids, so I like to take time with their kids.” Part of this 
emphasis on family existed because any previous groups of friends sometimes 
had dispersed after high school: ”You really don’t see people from high school 
because we’ve all kind of scattered.” “A lot of my classmates that I made friends 
with are so far they don’t really have time to drive all the way over here, and I 
can’t drive over there.” One participant realized the downside of associating 
only with members of his own family and professed a desire to venture outside 
the Marshallese community to “broaden my horizons.” However, in the next 
sentence, he stated that he had no current plans to do anything differently.

As a result of such tight family relationships, fathers were closely involved 
in helping their children choose a college and a major, especially for their 
daughters: “My dad chose it. He just said start with IHCC and then see what’s 
ahead. … So I went with IHCC.” “My father had a talk with me. He said, ‘You 
need to do something with your life. You need to go to school because you can’t 
just work at [home improvement chain store] or [Italian chain restaurant] or 
whatever you work at. … Your sister is going to IHCC; you should probably at 
least try to finish.’”

Initial information about IHCC also came through family and community 
channels: “I asked my dad. I asked him, and he went through all those people 
and came back. Well, he got it from one [Marshallese person] who was a 
student here, so he always goes to the office, and my dad asks about, and he also 
asked the Consulate General.” “My sister went to IHCC, that’s the number 
one thing.” While the female participants received most of their information 
from or through family members, male participants also credited their high 
schools and their teachers. Once the decision for IHCC had been made, fathers 
remained actively involved during enrollment and choice of major: “We went 
together. He wants to know everything. …First I wanted to major in dental 
assisting, but he said no, so I changed it to business.” “I guess because my dad 
was like a doctor, so I [thought the] nursing field sounds good, and I think it’s a 
good job.”

Peers played a much lesser role than family. One participant was quite frank 
in his assessment about not needing peers: “College is kind of different than 
high school. You don’t really need friends. You need to do your homework. … If 
we don’t live here [near the campus], we just come here and do our work and get 
out. It’s not like you need to know people to get by.”

Classmates were asked for help only if participants had not been able to get 
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college-specific information about registration, enrollment, and similar issues 
from family members or from their advisors, but these interactions remained 
sporadic and casual and did not lead to close friendships or study groups: “I 
made friends. I don’t know yet for my relationship with them. Like sometimes 
they want to hang out during school time. … Nothing outside of school.” Only 
one participant admitted to having befriended and studied with a classmate 
from a different island group: “He was the one that I’ve actually been the closest 
to studyingwise.” 

Finances

Family involvement extended to financial aid matters as well. All 
participants had to rely on some kind of financial support, and fathers once 
again played a pivotal role for their daughters: “He would come with me to 
IHCC and ask questions when we would go to financial aid. He would ask 
them questions or stuff.” “Yes, I made sure he did. I would say, ‘No, I need your 
help.’” Male participants, on the other hand, approached other family members 
for help as well. One participant asked his mother and his brother for financial 
support, and the brother eventually paid for one semester’s tuition. 

Participants also used federal student aid like Pell grants of Stafford loans 
but overall found the financial aid office not well informed about the needs 
of Marshallese students and thus not very helpful. Those born in the Marshall 
Islands pointed out that their country’s status created problems with financial 
aid: “When I first applied, they didn’t know how to process Marshallese, but we 
cleared it up.” “I talked with another Marshallese student who said he had a big 
problem getting a Pell grant because they thought he didn’t qualify since he was 
Marshallese. Well, they thought that, too, but when they rechecked, we were 
able to use the financial aid.”

Academic Support

Once participants had begun their studies and needed help, they once 
more relied on family: “Probably just my family because my dad since he went 
to college, he was a big help on filling things out. But I guess things are a little 
different from when he went to college and he didn’t have classes, so it was kind 
of hard.” Other help was sought only when family members proved unavailing: 
“Everything else was help from my girlfriend. … I can’t turn to my siblings 
because they’ve never been to college, and they’re all terrible at math.” But 
even if parents were unable to help with specific academic or paperwork issues 
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and participants turned to classmates or advisors, family members still offered 
their support in whichever way they could: “No, he [my father] is just very 
supportive. …He is overprotective, and he wants to know every detail of what 
I’m going through and what I’m going to go through. …He encouraged me to 
do homework.” “They [my parents] always say, ‘If you ever need help, just come 
to me.’ … They’re always saying, ‘We’re here if you need help.’”

Perceptions of support from the college differed based on specific individual 
experiences. One participant understood his responsibility for finding help but 
was still unhappy, wishing support staff had been more proactive in reaching 
out to students: “Pretty much everything is your responsibility. … I wish people 
would have showed me step by step through college. … I had to figure out stuff 
by myself. … I just wish someone was there to tell you how to do everything like 
how to check your grades.” Another participant was able to establish a personal 
relationship with an advisor, so his experience was quite positive: “My advisor, 
he helped me. I kind of like [advisor] a lot because he literally helped me do all 
my schedules.” However, such relationships were not always easy to come by: 
“I would say that the advising center is not very good here. They always change 
everything. … I’ve had three different advisors so far. … I don’t like that.”

Participants also made comments on support services they wish had been 
available, especially the availability of Marshallese staff members: “We had a 
Marshallese guy that used to work here. He used to help with advising and 
things like that.” “Tutoring, that would help. From a Marshallese person who 
would want to work here, tutor, that would have been helpful.” 

A final wish was for a Marshallese student club where students could meet 
others like them. According to one participant, the college had at one time had 
such a club, but it was currently inactive. 

Discussion

Although the small number of participants does not allow for far-reaching 
transferability of the findings and broad recommendations on how to shape 
policies and practices, outcomes are still useful in how they relate to common 
themes from the literature and nevertheless permit some careful suggestions on 
how community college policies and practices can contribute to Marshallese 
student success and how research can further investigate the implications of 
the results obtained in this study. Therefore, this study contributes to the 
knowledge base in three ways: It provides requested information about success 
factors, it adds data about community college students, and it is the first study 
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dealing exclusively with Marshallese students in higher education.
Participant responses on culture and migration confirmed statements about 

Pacific Islanders in the literature. All participants or at least some of their family 
members had come to Arkansas via Hawaii, and all of them still had family 
living on the U.S. West Coast, in Hawaii, and in the Marshall Islands (Museus, 
2013). Reasons for coming included higher wages and more stable employment 
as well as educational opportunities. Putting family needs first and involving 
family members in most if not all major life decisions were common responses. 
Those participants born in the Marshall Islands also stated that their parents 
definitely and they likely wished to return home in the future (Okamoto et al., 
2008; Ratliffe, 2010, 2011). The one participant born in the United States did 
not have that same desire, underscoring statements made by Diaz (2004) about 
the impact of birthplace and migration patterns. 

Comments on educational attainment matched those made by Jimeno S. 
(2013) that few family members had attended or completed college. Fathers 
had more education than mothers with two of the fathers having some college 
education and two of the mothers not finishing high school, which may help 
explain fathers’ greater involvement in their children’s education. Participants 
confirmed reports on low Marshallese college attendance (Roche & Mariano, 
2002) that had led to this study in the first place and gave as the major barrier 
one also mentioned in previous research, financial difficulties, often exacerbated 
by teenage pregnancy (Hokoana & Oliveira, 2012; Makuakane-Drechsel & 
Hagedorn, 2000; Okamoto et al., 2008; Ratliffe, 2010, 2011; Tran et al., 2010). 

Financial aid, culture, and parental support, the three success factors from 
the literature (Ah Sam & Robinson, 1998; Hagedorn et al., 2006; Hokoana & 
Oliveira, 2012; Kana’iaupuni, 2011; Okamoto et al., 2008; Orsuwan, 2011), 
were all mentioned by participants. All participants relied on financial aid, and 
all of them used a combination of grants, loans, family funds from a variety 
of family members, and their own income. Family support, from making the 
decision to attend college to choosing a college to enrolling to maintaining 
momentum, constituted the major theme of the findings. Culture was also 
touched upon. Although little to no cultural support was available to students 
on campus, they appreciated past help from a Marshallese staff member and 
expressed a desire for advisors and tutors from their culture as well as a revived 
cultural student club to afford them the opportunity to celebrate Marshallese 
culture more fully and meet other students from the islands.
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Recommendations

One participant provided a short list of recommendations: (1) Employ a 
Marshallese liaison able to educate parents in Marshallese about the logistical 
elements of a college education and the support needed; (2) use this liaison to 
keep levels of parental involvement high; and (3) conduct outreach through 
Marshallese churches. As family was identified by this study’s participants 
as the most important factor in college attendance and success and plays a 
central role in their lives, the focus on the family in these suggestions is not 
unexpected. However, the idea of Marshallese churches as less of a barrier to 
educational success (as in giving church events precedence over educational 
obligations) than an opportunity for community outreach has not been 
examined extensively. Based on discussions in the literature (Chang et al., 2010; 
Makuakane-Drechsel & Hagedorn, 2000; Museus, 2013; Tran et al., 2010) and 
comments from this study’s participants, IHCC or other community colleges 
serving Marshallese students might attempt to simplify the transition to college 
to help Marshallese students receive college and career information and educate 
community members, college staff and faculty, and families. 

Outreach cannot be separated from family support, which must be 
developed from the very beginning of the student recruitment process. 
Therefore, community colleges can try to secure funding for programs and 
initiatives that target not only potential students but also their families and 
could implement a modified PIHCPP as described in the literature review to 
enhance outreach activities to communities, students, and families. Tran et al. 
(2010) recommended the use of this model for increased participation of PI 
students in higher education even if not in public health fields. The model could 
be built in stages from the top down, first focusing on the transition from high 
school to college and then slowly being extended all the way into middle school 
as intended. 

Three additional programs can be integrated into such a modified PIHCPP. 
Given the statement by Makuakane-Drechsel and Hagedorn (2000) that 
Pacific Islander students ought to be treated like indigenous peoples rather 
than other immigrants, the possibility exists that family programs originally 
created for increasing American Indian student success may be adaptable to 
the needs of Marshallese students. The pre-eminence of family relationships 
in both American Indian and PI cultures suggests the possible applicability of 
the Family Education Model (HeavyRunner & DeCelles, 2002) described in 
the literature review. A modified Marshallese Family Education Model can be 
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developed to see if the inclusion and engagement of family in the educational 
process will lead to higher enrollment and completion numbers.  Marshallese 
Family Education Model activities would be used to discuss types of family 
dynamics and find solutions that will undermine neither family obligations nor 
student academic progress. 

Second, the Two Feathers Curriculum (Alliman-Brissett & Turner, 2005) 
that focuses on career development and college readiness might be adapted for 
Marshallese students. Program activities could be integrated into various steps 
of the PIHCPP, or they could be combined with the Family Education Model 
to help not only students but also their families learn about setting career goals, 
finding information, and dealing with educational barriers.

Third, since much of the information about IHCC was received through 
personal channels within the family or the Marshallese community rather 
than through college publications or advertisements, colleges may go even 
further than adopting the participant suggestions above and revive the Parent-
Community Networking Center (PCNC) (Onikama, Hammond, & Koki, 
1998). A PCNC could be adapted to the community college context and be 
operated by colleges in conjunction with community organizations, who could 
also contribute to its funding. The center could hire a Marshallese staff member 
to make available community organization services, conduct outreach activities 
in Marshallese churches and in high school information sessions specifically 
designed for Marshallese students, or offer informational sessions for students 
and their families at the center and at Marshallese community events. The 
personal outreach alone by someone who is part of the community may already 
make a difference in changing students’ and their families’ minds about a 
college education in the first place. The center could also be a facilitator of and 
a location for activities associated with the Family Education Model, the Two 
Feathers Curriculum, or the PIHCPP. 

Prospective students who are unsure about college and are erroneously 
told that they do not qualify for financial aid may well leave and never return. 
Therefore, community college administrators can ensure that their financial aid 
counselors are informed about laws and policies relative to Marshallese students 
and can assist them competently and efficiently. In addition, these counselors 
need to be versed in discussing financial options and be able to help students 
identify the various sources of public and private support available to them. 
This change in practice should be accomplished quickly through professional 
development at minimal cost. 

Academic advisors likewise can be urged to reach out to students proactively 
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rather than wait for students to approach them after a problem has occurred. In 
addition, colleges can ensure that students keep the same advisor throughout 
their college careers and, if possible, hire a Marshallese staff member to assume 
advising duties of Marshallese students. Keeping the same advisor allows for 
building a personal relationship, and reaching out to students helps students feel 
welcome and allows advisors to understand student needs better (Kolenovic, 
Linderman, & Karp, 2013; McClenney & Waiwaiole, 2005). 

How can practitioners be supportive of Marshallese culture as one aspect 
of convincing students to go to college and helping them be successful while 
in college? The low numbers of Marshallese students make any significant 
integration of Marshallese knowledge and culture into the curriculum unlikely, 
but institutional commitment to student success can be exhibited in many ways. 
Through the PCNC and as part of the PIHCPP, students can be encouraged 
to explore their own culture and history and introduce this knowledge into 
their coursework as appropriate. Faculty members likewise can be asked to help 
students do so by linking course content to culture. In addition, a Marshallese 
culture club can assume a prominent role in functioning as a cultural support 
system and raising awareness about Marshallese culture among other students, 
college employees, and the community at large (Aina et al., 2006; Kana’iaupuni, 
2011).

Implications for Research

Scholars together with institutions can develop several courses of action 
relative to family involvement and test them for their effectiveness.  Modified 
versions of the Family Education Model and the Two Feathers Curriculum can 
be created to investigate how to best recruit Marshallese families and students 
into these programs, which elements of the original model must be modified, 
and if the inclusion and engagement of families along with providing career 
information will indeed lead to higher enrollment and completion numbers. 
These programs can be tested both jointly and separately to discern under which 
conditions they may be most supportive of Marshallese students’ college success. 

A modified PIHCPP model focusing on all students rather than just those 
in the health sciences to eventually create a pipeline from middle through high 
school and on to college can be another focus for researchers. Researchers 
can once again focus on the best methods to modify the model as needed, 
test each step, and explore how the Family Education Model and the Two 
Feathers Curriculum may be integrated into the PIHCPP process. Planning, 
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establishing, and operating a Parent-Community Networking Center for 
Marshallese students is another topic for research. In addition, the effectiveness 
of the center can be investigated independently or as the venue for any of the 
three programs above, either alone or in various combinations. 

Modifications for any of the recommended programs can be developed 
using indigenous research methodologies as described by Chilisa (2012) to 
test the applicability of such methods to Marshallese culture and society and, 
if appropriate, develop research methods uniquely tuned to the Marshallese 
context. Finally, researchers can replicate this study with students who were 
born, grew up, and live or have lived in different locations (RMI, Hawaii, U.S. 
Mainland [Arkansas, West Coast]) and have different migration patterns to 
investigate if, how, and to which degree these differences impact educational 
attainment and educational decision making as postulated in the literature. 

Conclusion

Overall, the perceptions of the participants in this study aligned with 
findings in the literature. The three major success factors (financial aid, 
parental support, culture) were all mentioned, but family support emerged 
as the dominant theme. The decision to attend college, the choice of college, 
enrollment, and persistence were all strongly tied to family input. Family 
members also helped with financial matters in the form of paying for tuition 
or helping navigate financial aid paperwork. Finally, family member advice was 
sought even in academic matters. Peers and advisors played a much smaller role 
and were consulted only when specialized information that family members 
would not know was needed. As for culture, participants expressed a desire 
for Marshallese staff members to help them with advisement and tutoring. 
A Marshallese culture club to celebrate Marshallese culture and meet other 
students from the islands was another suggestion. 

However, to which degree the influence of family on educational success 
can be harnessed to increase college-going and retention rates of Marshallese 
students will require further research. More research will also be needed to 
determine the role birthplace and migration pattern play in retention. Will 
students born and living in different locations need different approaches, 
or is there a core of good practices that can help all Marshallese students be 
successful? Colleges serving Marshallese students may also consider pilot 
testing and possibly adopting some of the models identified as potential support 
systems for students and families, e.g., the PIHCPP, the Family Education 
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Model, the Two Feathers Curriculum, or the Parent-Community Networking 
Center. Based on the responses from this study’s participants, these are the 
issues that deserve serious study if colleges are truly dedicated to increasing 
Marshallese student enrollment and success.
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School Principal’s Instructional Leadership 

Philip A. Griswold
Walden University

Dyana Ontai-Machado
Hawaii Department of Education

A questionnaire, rating the leadership attributes of the principal, predicted an omnibus school 
improvement index. The model explained 60% of variance in school effectiveness. Positive 
predictors were (a) teachers’ education, (b) teachers’ years of experience, (c) prioritization 
of structured activities, (d) a process to analyze data to improve student learning, and (e) 
building a positive school climate. Negative predictors were (a) years that the principal and the 
teacher served at the school, and (c) structures for distributive leadership. The outcomes suggest 
the value of teacher recognition of principal behaviors as elements of school improvement and 
principal professional development.
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Effective instructional leadership is related to student learning and school 
performance (e.g., Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, 

& Wahlstrom, 2004; Marzano, Waters, and McNulty, 2005; Hattie, 2009). 
Furthermore, specific common attributes have been identified (e.g., Nettles & 
Herrington, 2007; Hallinger & Heck; Hattie, 2009; Chenoweth & Theokas, 
2011; Valentine & Prater, 2011; The Wallace Foundation, 2013).  Although the 
exact language differs throughout the literature, the common themes include: 
aiding teachers in their instructional practices, providing instructional coaching, 
sharing decisions and resources, and providing structures for teachers to engage 
in meaningful collaboration.  Hattie’s meta-analysis (2009) uncovered eight 
effective practices; Zepeda (2014) identified twelve leadership attributes. These 
attributes may be summarized into nine common attributes: 

• prioritize and structure activities to support the success of achieving 
goals;

• set a clear direction with high performance goals for the school that are 
focused on instruction:

• create clear structures for distributive leadership (i.e., leadership teams, 
data teams);

• provide protected time for teachers to collaborate on the goals;
• provide professional development and feedback to improve 

instructional practices;
• develop teacher leaders;
• develop and implement a process to analyze and utilize data to improve 

student learning;
• use a cycle of inquiry to review and revise instructional strategies within 

school teams (i.e., collect data, analyze data, set goal, select strategy, and 
determine result indicator); and

• build positive school culture.

The nature of these attributes reflected a transformational concept of 
influence and support found in a non-school context for workers to accomplish 
more than expected (Avolio, 2007).  In the school setting, transformational 
leadership translated into behaviors linked to improved student achievement. 
Since the teacher is the primary driver of student learning, transformational 
leadership ought to facilitate teachers’ improvement of their instruction by 
greater access to resources, better data on students, and mentoring and coaching 
(e.g., Blasé and Blasé, 1999; Mendels, 2012; Beauchamp & Parsons, 2012).  
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It would seem then that transformational and instructional leadership are 
becoming interchangeable (Leithwood et al., 2004).  Although effective 
instructional leaders influence school performance and student learning (e.g., 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996, Leithwood et al., 2004, Marzano et al., 2005), how 
teachers perceive this influence is of interest. Leech and Fulton (2008) reported 
that teachers perceive principals to be effective when they share leadership.  
Canales, Tejeda-Delgado, and Slate (2008) showed teachers’ perceptions of 
effective principals were those that represented the group interest and tolerated 
uncertainty.  More research is needed to substantiate more direct relationship 
between how teachers perceive the leadership attributes and student 
performance gains (Nettles & Herrington, 2007). 

Student learning and school performance were often measured by 
achievement score improvement and reduction in the achievement gap 
between advantaged and disadvantaged student groups (e.g., Chenoweth, 
2009; Chenoweth & Theokas, 2011; Murphy, 2009a; 2009b). The complexities 
behind such reduction suggested that a wider definition of student success 
using multiple and combined measures would unmask overlooked educational 
growth (Murphy, 2009a).  The Hawai’i Department of Education (2012a), in 
response the federal Race to the Top program, developed an omnibus measure 
of school effectiveness that included multiple measures of student performance 
and growth: student proficiency, growth, absenteeism, and achievement gap 
reduction.

There appeared to be a need to consider principal leadership attributes that 
were evident to teachers and their relation to the school’s student performance.  
So, this study was designed to measure teachers’ perceptions of their principal’s 
leadership attributes and their relationship to an omnibus measure of student 
educational growth. 

Method

The investigation was designed to determine the relationship between an 
omnibus measure of school performance and several predictor variables.  The 
primary predictor was a measure of teachers’ perception of their principal’s 
leadership attributes.  Several school demographic variables were included in the 
prediction because teacher experience and education were considered related, as 
well as the principal’s tenure at the school.
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Sample and Setting

A small Far-Western state department of education provided access 
to 121 of the 181 elementary schools, where one of the authors was a vice 
principal.  The study was limited to elementary schools because they had the 
most consistent grades, either k-5 or k-6, did not departmentalize by content, 
and all grades 3-6 participated in the state’s mandated test.  One school was 
eliminated because it was pre-k to first grade.  To ensure stability in teacher 
response, only schools with principals there for at least five years were extracted 
from the state status and improvement report. From this group, principals 
were asked permission to survey their teachers. Over the course of two months 
of data collection, one principal was shifted, but because this happened at 
the very beginning of the year it was assumed teachers would reflect on the 
principal’s history accurately. Follow-up requests were made, but with no more 
response.  Although a large number refused, citing too busy or not wanting 
to burden teachers, 19 agreed. Subsequently three pulled out. The remaining 
principals emailed their teachers the request to participate and a hyperlink 
to the questionnaire created in Forms in Google Docs®.  In one school none of 
the faculty participated. Completed questionnaires were received from 124 
teachers.

Variables

School performance
The state department of education developed a new school accountability 

system based on three principles: college and career ready expectations for 
all students; state developed differentiated recognition, accountability and 
support; supporting effective instruction and leadership” (State Department 
of Education, 2012, p.2).  The system included a school performance index 
(SPI).  SPI consisted (a) student proficiency in math, reading and science from 
the State Assessment; (b) student growth percentiles in math and reading; (c) 
readiness as measured by incidence of chronic absenteeism; (d) reduction of 
the achievement gap between high-need students and non-high-need students.  
Each component was rated up to one hundred points for a potential total score 
range of zero to 400.  Schools were rewarded, recognized, or provided with 
support depending on their placement in one of five steps based upon the SPI.  
For the study the full SPI was used.

Teacher perceptions
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A Teacher Perceptions of Principal Attributes Questionnaire (TPPAQ) was 
modified from the Teacher Perceptions Survey (TPS) with permission (Colorado 
Education Initiative, 2014).  The original TPS was piloted in two districts with 
N = 483. Teachers were given two weeks to complete the survey with a 70.3 
response rate. Cronbach’s alpha estimated internal consistency to be .988. The 
TPS contained 82-items and addressed the nine attributes of this study. 

An advisory panel was convened to validate the TPS. They were chosen 
because of their work in developing principal leaders and their research 
on effective leadership. The panel consisted of professors from the local 
university college of education--administration division, a current complex-
area superintendent who was formerly a principal, and two members of 
state certification institute for school leaders. The survey was judged to be 
too long, potentially limiting participation. Vetting of the TPS yielded the 
present modification with 36 items, yet still maintaining the elements of the 
nine attributes.  See the Appendix for the questionnaire. The advisory panel 
clustered the 36 items into nine education leadership attributes consistent 
with the literature. The Cronbach estimate of internal consistency for the 
entire questionnaire was 0.95, suggesting a high degree of uni-dimensionality. 
The attribute labels with the item numbers making up the attributes and their 
coefficients of internal consistency are found in Table 1.  

Demographic factors
Four demographic questions were added to the end of the survey. Experience 

in Years as a Teacher was the number in years that the teacher reported teaching. 
Principal’s Tenure at the School in Years was the number in years that the teacher 
reported the principal has been the principal in my school. Teacher’s Tenure at 
the School in Years was the number in years that the teacher reported having 
worked at this school.  Education Level of Teacher was an ordinal value reported 
for possessing a bachelor’s degree =1, bachelor’s plus additional credits =2, 
master’s degree =3, or doctorate degree =4.

Analysis

The research question was what principal leadership attributes did teachers 
identify that predicted to school performance? To test the null hypothesis that 
there is no relationship between one or more of teachers’ perceived principal 
attributes and school performance, multiple linear regression was used. The 
items were summed into attributes and descriptive statistics were computed 
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(see Table 1).  The attributes and the four demographic variables were used as 
predictors of the teacher’s school state performance measure. 

Table 1.

Leadership Attribute, Item Number, Minimum/Maximum Value, Mean, Internal            
Consistency followed by Demographic Indicators with Min/Max, Mean & SD

Preliminary analyses were performed to check for the assumptions of 
multiple regression.  Multi-collinearity was minimal with only two predictors 



Predicting School Effectiveness

61

exceeding >.9 (Fields, 2005).  The variance inflation factor was below the limits 
of 10 and tolerance was well above 0.2.  Finally, little evidence of non-normal 
data was found following tests of normality of the residuals and the dependent 
measure plotted against the expected values.

The primary analysis was a backward stepwise regression best used for 
exploratory model building (Field, 2005). All predictors were entered into the 
exploratory model. Each predictor was tested for its statistical contribution. If it 
met the removal criterion (set at the default of p> .10), it was deleted from the 
model. The model was recomputed with the remaining predictors. The process 
was repeated until only statistically significant predictors remained.

Results

With the final step of the regression accounting for the most variation 
explained in the model, the results led to the rejection of the null hypothesis. 
The final seven predictor model yielded a multiple R = .63 explaining 40% of 
the variance in the school index, F (8,111) = 9.45, p < .001.  See Table 2 for 
the statistics.  Using a t-statistic, each predictor’s B-coefficient (B) was tested 
to estimate the magnitude and direction of their contribution.  A positive sign 
indicated that as the value of the predictor increases by one unit, the dependent 
variable increases by the value of the B-coefficient (B). Conversely, if negative, as 
the value of the predictor increases by one unit, the dependent value decreases 
by the value of the B. 

There was a significant relationship between three of the nine leadership 
attributes and the omnibus index of school performance effectiveness. The 
attributes that made a significant prediction of school performance scores were 
(a) build a positive school culture, (b) prioritize and structure activities, and 
(c) create structures for distributive leadership. Three of the four demographic 
variables also were significantly associated with the index. They were: (a) 
number of years principal was at school, (b) teachers’ years of teaching, and (c) 
teachers’ level of education. 

The B for Years as Principal was -6.23, p < .01, predicting that for every 
additional one year of being the principal, school performance score was 
predicted to decrease by 6.23 units on the scale from 0-400. The B for Teacher’s 
Education was 22.02, p < .05,  predicting that for every additional increase in 
teacher education category, school performance was predicted to increase by 
22.02. The B for Years Teaching was 2.70, p < .05.  For every additional one 
year of teaching, school performance score was predicted to increase by 2.70. 
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The B for Prioritize Activities was 6.55, p < .05. This predicted that for every 
additional unit, the school performance score was predicted to increase by 6.55. 
The B for Develop & Implement a Process of Data Analysis was 4.15, p < .05, 
so that for every unit increase, school performance score would increase by 
4.15. The B for Creates Structures was -21.79, p < .01, suggesting that for every 
additional unit, school performance score would decrease by 21.79. Finally, the 
B for Build Positive School Culture was 8.65, p < .05, predicting for every unit 
increase, school performance score would increase by 8.65.

Table 2.

Regression Statistics of Final Iteration of School Performance on Eight Predictors

 Using the standardized B or beta weight (β) relative magnitude of the 
predictors can be made.  The two predictors that contributed most to the model 
were Creates Structures for Distributive Leadership (-) and Building positive 
culture (+).  Creates Structures had nearly twice the influence of Building 
Culture, albeit negatively.

Discussion

The literature on school effectiveness and improvement suggested that 
the classroom teacher has the most direct influence on the success of student 
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learning (e.g., Leithwood & Riehl, 2003) and the principal has the second 
most important influence by facilitating the teacher’s role (e.g., Hallinger & 
Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2004). Furthermore, research on educational 
leadership suggested that 8-12 leadership attributes of effective principals are 
derived from the following core effective practices: (a) setting direction, (b) 
developing people, (c) redesigning the organization, and (d) managing the 
instructional program (Hattie, 2009; Murphy, 2009b). For the principal to 
effectively facilitate teachers’ role, the teachers should be aware of the principal’s 
behavior. This perception should be related to school performance. Several 
teacher demographic variables were also included to control for experience and 
education, the thinking being that experience and amount of education would 
also be related to school performance.

The results suggested that teachers’ perceptions were significantly related 
to a measure of school performance.  Those predictors that made a significant 
contribution were (a) prioritize and structure school activities, (b) build a 
positive school culture, and (c) create distributive structures.  The last made a 
negative contribution. Teacher education level and years of teaching experience 
made a positive prediction. Two other demographic predictors were significant 
and negative: their principal’s and the teacher’s years at the school.

It was not surprising that greater school performance is tied to leadership 
that is perceived to build positive school culture, and prioritizes and structures 
school activities. Individuals perform better when the work environment is 
positive, providing a sense of trust (Cosner, 2009) and community (Lunenburg 
& Irby, 2014). And teachers must see the many school activities are more 
manageable when they are structured and prioritized to avoid classroom 
disruption.  So, leadership that is perceived doing these is more likely related 
to an effective learning environment. The fact that developing a process of data 
analysis remained in the statistical model, but did not make a unique statistical 
contribution could be that it shares some of the variability with the previous 
predictors.  Encouragement to use data to improve student performance and 
prioritizing and structuring school activities may be part of prioritizing activities 
and a positive school climate.  Merely presenting data without planned structure 
may not relate well to school performance. Anderson, Leithwood, and Strauss 
(2010) reported that the principal must establish the purpose and expectations 
of the data used by teachers. Without the guidance of the principal, through 
clear purpose and structure of data, discussion is not effective.

The large negative influence of creating structures for distributive leadership 
is intriguing.  Such behavior, particularly in the midst of shifting to new school 
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improvement strategies, may create demands on teachers to make collaborative 
decisions or promote leadership.  The teachers may have neither the desire nor 
the required knowledge and skills.  All grades being represented on data teams 
(i.e., one of the attribute items), may be seen as overstepping teachers’ grade level 
decision-making. Although developing collaborative leadership is necessary to 
drive school improvement, Marzano et al. (2004) cautioned that distributed 
leadership needs to be done sparingly.  Foremost is that the principal should be 
perceived as the most important leader (Leithwood & Sun, 2012).  Too much, 
too soon of distributed leadership could produce a counter reaction yielding the 
strong, negative relationship with school performance similar to what we found.

Principal- and teacher-years working at the school were associated with 
lower school effectiveness scores. Conversely, teacher level of higher education 
and total teaching experience were associated with higher school effectiveness 
scores. In other words, shorter tenure at a school by both principal and teacher 
could be associated with higher school effectiveness score. The school district 
was undergoing some major school improvement efforts, which included using 
a newly developed omnibus index of student performance. Such a climate may 
have made it easier for newer staff to adapt, and more uncomfortable for well-
established senior members to deal with major changes. Younger, newer staff 
may have more energy with more willingness to take on change.

 More teaching experience and more education of the teacher were also 
associated with higher school performance scores. Generally, more experience 
and more advanced education are likely to provide deeper understanding of 
practice and exposure to newer, research-based strategies of improving student 
learning.

 A summary of salient points for consideration as a result of this study 
includes:

• Elementary teacher perceptions of principal leadership attributes may 
be useful predictors of omnibus measure of school performance.

• Developing positive culture and promoting data for improving 
instruction may be key positive predictors of elementary school 
performance.

• Facilitating distributive leadership among teachers seems negatively 
related to elementary school performance.

• Basic teacher demographics play a role in predicting school 
performance. Years of teaching experience and advanced education may 
be positive predictors.

• Length of service to the school by the teacher and principal may be 
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negative predictors in district effort for school improvement.
• Since teachers are the primary audience for principal leadership, their 

perceptions should be sought out and considered when evaluating 
school effectiveness.

• Teacher perceptions may be useful data to consider for initial principal 
training and in-service professional development; however, further 
study should verify the perceptions against documentation of principal 
behavior.   
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Appendix

Teachers Perception of  Principal Attributes Questionnaire 

Directions: There are 40 items in this survey. The statements describe specific principal attributes. 
Teachers’ perceptions of principal leadership are important to understand attributes that are 
associated to school effectiveness. Please take a few minutes to read each statement and select 
the response that most appropriately describes your assessment of your principal’s attributes for 
each item. DO NOT record your name. All responses will remain confidential. Responses will be 
reported as a group and not as individual data. Please be honest and candid with your responses.

For each item, select the response that describes how your principal responds to each statement. 
Please choose a response for each statement as follows:

1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
_____________________________________________________________________

1. My principal understands and provides a rigorous core curriculum for most of our students.
 1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
2. My principal minimizes disruptions of instructional time.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
3. The department chairs/grade-level team leaders influence how money is spent in this school.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
4. Our school-wide improvement goals drive teachers’ professional development.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
5. In our school, we have clearly defined expectation for learning for teachers and students.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
6. In our school, our assessment practices provide accurate and meaningful data on student 

progress.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
7. In our school, teachers are accountable in collecting, understanding, and using data to respond 

to student learning
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
8. Our school provides interventions and supports to enrich advance students.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
9. I receive useful feedback about my teaching practices from my principal.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
10. I discuss instructional issues with my principal.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
11. Conditions at this school encourage professional development.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
12. My principal gives the staff a sense of overall purpose.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
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13. My principal provides useful assistance to me in setting short-term goals for teaching and 
learning.

  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
14. My principal demonstrates high expectations for my work with students.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
15. My principal gives me individual supports to help me improve my teaching practices.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
16. My principal encourages me to consider new ideas for my teaching.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
17. My principal models a high level of professional practice.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
18. My principal develops an atmosphere of caring and trust
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
19. My principal promotes leadership development among teachers.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
20. My principal encourages collaborative work among staff.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
21. My principal creates conditions for teachers to collaborate during the school day.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
22. My principal provides or locates resources to help staff improve their teaching.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
23. My principal regularly observes classroom activities.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
24. My principal works with teachers to improve their teaching after observing classroom  

activities.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
25. My principal buffers teachers from distractions to their instruction.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
26. My principal encourages me to use data in my work.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
27. My principal encourages data use in planning for individual student needs.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
28. My principal has a structured process to analyze student data.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
29. At our school our leadership team has representation from all grade levels.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
30. At our school, we have planned and scheduled cycle of inquiry (data teams) to analyze student 

work.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
31. At our school, we have a clear structure and process for decision-making.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
32. At our school, it is a safe place for me and my students.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
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33. At our school, my principal communicates school-wide goals to the teachers.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
34. At our school, we have scheduled and protected collaboration time.
 1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
35. At our school, the principal is approachable and trustworthy.
  1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
36. My principal is an effective instructional leader.
 1-  Never     2- Sometimes       3- Neutral         4- Most of the Time        5- Always
37. My principal has been the principal in my school for  ___  years.
38. I have worked at this school for _____ years.
39. I have ____ years of teaching experience.
40. My educational background is:        ◻︎Bachelor Degree  
      ◻︎Bachelor Degree + additional credits
    ◻︎Master’s Degree
    ◻︎Doctorate Degree
    ◻︎Other __________________



Predicting School Effectiveness

71



Philip A. Griswold, Dyana Ontai-Machado

72



Pacific Educational Research Journal

73

A Title

Author 
Affiliation

Author 
Affiliation

Author 
Affiliation

Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this 
space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this 
space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this 
space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this 
space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this 
space..Abstract goes here in this space..Abstract goes here in this space..

2017, Vol. 16, No. 1 pp.67–82



Author(s)

74

Persistent disparities in public education outcomes and opportunities 
among students who do and do not receive a high-quality education are 

growing in the United States, resulting in unequal and mediocre educational 
experiences that are putting the nation at risk (McCarty, 2009).  Frey (2008) 
projected that no one race in the United States will be the majority by 2042, 
and Au and Raphael (2000) stated that current gaps in literacy achievement will 
be significantly magnified since student populations in 2025 will be not only 
larger but also more ethnically diverse with equal or greater levels of poverty.  
Au (1998) attributed causes for gaps in literacy achievement in students from 
diverse populations to cultural and linguistic differences, inferior education, 
discrimination, and schooling rationales. 

 We believe that solutions to many problems can be found in the theories 
of Lev Vygotsky who viewed social interaction as the key cultural means of 
transmitting knowledge (Wood, 1988).  Au (1998) posited that Vygotsky’s 
cognitive development theory, which was heavily influenced by cultural, 
historical, and social factors appear to have the greatest influence on social 
constructivist literacy researchers.  This scholar built on social constructivism 
as the framework that offers implications for helping to reshape schools and 
correct literacy achievement gaps for students from both mainstream and 
diverse backgrounds.  

Shortcomings of No Child Left Behind

 Regrettably, despite its laudable goals, many of No Child Left Behind’s 
(NCLB’s) attempted reforms have been highly problematic as schools have had 
to adopt unproven and scripted approaches and reduce or entirely eliminate 
highly effective programs including those that had begun to address and meet 
linguistic and cultural needs of many students.  These increasingly problematic 
trends have been further exacerbated by the fact that NCLB’s most fatal flaw has 
been its sole emphasis on a standardized test in English as a single achievement, 
high-stakes assessment system that severely punishes low performance with 
actions such as school takeovers or closures and the fact that it does not take 
into account factors such as inequities in school funding, school improvement 
over the long term, or first languages of students being tested (Crawford, 
2004).  McCarty (2009, p. 26) emphasized “. . . we must continue to challenge 
the standardization juggernaut – a policy that history shows to be not only 
detrimental to Indigenous learners, but to undermine equality of educational 
opportunity for all.”  
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Since NCLB only uses scientifically based quantitative reading research to 
the exclusion of qualitative findings, an additional question is whether it offers 
support for learners with increasingly complex issues, including emotional, 
social, learning, and health challenges (Conley and Hinchman, 2004). Another 
major problem with NCLB is that instead of supporting the idea that high-
stakes penalties or accountability policies have reduced education disparities 
or improved academic achievement, ample evidence reveals that achievement 
gaps are increasing because of economic disparities that have not been checked 
and strategies that have been adopted to avoid penalties, especially for English 
language learners (ELLs), who comprise a large percentage of the diverse 
student populations who NCLB policies are supposed to help (McCarty, 2009). 

Education of Native Hawaiians in Hawai‘i

Due to its immigration history, the population of Hawaii and Hawaii’s 
public school system is very ethnically diverse; and there is not one majority 
population.  Thus, Native Hawaiians do not comprise the largest number of 
students in Hawaii, their native land. (U.S. Department of Education, 2012).  
Warschauer (2000) explained that the educational system in Hawaii has been 
highly stratified and is similar to the plantation system that began in Hawaii 
during the late 18th century, approximately 200 years ago.  He reported that 
the literacy rates in the Hawaiian language in Hawaii were among the highest 
in the world in the 19th century but deteriorated in the 20th century when 
the sovereign Native Hawaiian monarchy was overthrown and followed by a 
dearth of public education resources for these Indigenous people in addition to 
banning the Hawaiian language and imposing many inappropriate instructional 
methods.  Silva (2006) pointed out that it is a persistent, essentialist, 
preconceived notion that Hawaii was an oral culture; however, the facts, which 
are overlooked by most contemporary scholars, are that Hawaiians wrote for 
150 years.  

 In Hawaii, Native Hawaiians, similar to populations of Indigenous people 
worldwide, face large educational attainment gaps (Rothwell, 2013;  Demmert, 
2001; Goin, 1999).  Rothwell (2013) asserted that history and colonization 
processes are deep root causes of many of the problems that Native Hawaiians 
face such as serious educational achievement challenges, which remain daunting 
even though there have been numerous initiatives to improve and eliminate 
these problems, including efforts since the 1960s to become more culturally 
responsive and based in Native Hawaiian values and contexts.  Despite 
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benefiting from their multicultural environment, living in their homeland, and 
the resurgence of the Hawaiian Renaissance in the 1970s, Native Hawaiians 
continue to experience disparities in health, education, and social environments 
(Hishinuma et al., 2009).  

   Kana‘iaupuni and Ishibashi (2003) elucidated dismal specifics 
about Native Hawaiians as the most underprivileged students in Hawaii’s 
public schools and those with the lowest graduation rates and test scores; 
disproportionately higher rates of absenteeism and grade retention; 
overrepresentation in subsidized lunch and special education programs; and 
deprivation of quality education opportunities that provide social growth and 
intellectual engagement needed to prepare them for fulfilling futures, all of 
which are exacerbated not only by inexperienced teachers but also by high staff 
turnovers.  In addition, Native Hawaiian teachers are underrepresented in the 
public education system, which may work against Native Hawaiian students. 
Gay (2002) posited that it is imperative for teachers to be given explicit cultural 
diversity training to prepare them to teach in culturally responsive ways.

 Cultural incongruence has been shown to be related to student 
dissatisfaction, disengagement, and drop-out rates (Finn & Zimmer, 2013; 
Ogbu, 1995).  Benham (2006) explained that among the problems experienced 
by many native peoples are that schools are places of struggles, conflicts, 
and negotiations about accountability measures, values, teaching strategies, 
contexts, and what is taught and that schools for Native Hawaiians have been 
transformed by Anglo-based practices resulting from U.S. and European 
colonization that transformed their views of themselves, their place, and their 
native culture. This author continued by saying that use of the English language 
as a lingua franca is a tense subject viewed positively on one hand as the key 
to succeeding economically and negatively on the other hand as oppressive 
because the English language has been used to decimate cultures, languages, and 
histories of Indigenous people. 

 Native Hawaiian students have traditionally underperformed on both 
national and state assessments (Kana‘iaupuni & Ishibashi, 2003; Kana‘iaupuni, 
Malone, & Ishibashi, 2005).  A recent descriptive study of the Hawaii State 
Assessment (HSA) results revealed that Native Hawaiian eighth graders 
consistently performed lower than their non-Hawaiian counterparts in reading 
and math in each year from 2002 to 2010 (Hammond, Wilson, & Barros, 
2011).  Other researchers have also reported that when compared to White 
students as they progress from elementary to high school, Native Hawaiian 
students face a disadvantage that increases twofold in reading and threefold 
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in math when other disadvantages such as socioeconomic status (SES), SES, 
school poverty level, and third grade achievement are statistically controlled for 
(Singh, 2011 & 2013; Singh & Zhang, 2012).

 In previous studies in Hawaii, gender has been found to influence 
academic achievement, providing an advantage to female students over their 
male counterparts (Brandon & Jordan, 1994; Brandon, Jordan, & Hammond, 
1987; Reiss, 2005; Uyeno, Zhang, & Chin-Chance, 2006). Numerous large-
scale studies have also shown the pernicious impact of poverty on academic 
achievement in Hawaii and elsewhere (e.g., Bali & Alvarez, 2003; Derington-
Moore, 2003; Gertz, 1999; Nochi, 2008; O’Conner & Miranda, 2002; Patton, 
2003; Saturnelli & Repa, 1995; Uyeno, Zhang, & Chin-Chance, 2006; Zhang, 
2009). 

 In 2011-12, a computer-adapted form of the HSA was administered for 
the first time. Each student was allowed to take this test three times, and their 
best results were taken as their final scores. This study examined academic gaps 
due to the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), specified disadvantages under 
computer-adapted HSA conditions, and differences in reading achievements 
between European-Americans and Native Hawaiians in Hawaii’s public schools 
across several grade levels.

Research Question

The research design as well as the data sets from the Hawaii Department of 
Education (HIDOE) address the following research question: How does the 
reading achievement of Native Hawaiian students compare to their White peers 
at elementary grades 3 to 5, middle grades 6 to 8, and high school grade 10 after 
statistically controlling for  student- and school-level predictors, i.e., gender, 
Hawaiian ethnicity (as reported by parents), special education status, and school 
percentage of students on free or reduced price lunches?

Methods

Statistical Analytical Software version 9.12 (SAS) and restricted maximum 
likelihood (REML) was used for model fitting and parameter estimation.  
Alternatively, maximum likelihood (ML) could also be used for estimating 
parameters; however, unlike REML, the ML method does not adjust for 
variance-covariance components for uncertainty about fixed effects and is 
thus downwardly biased, especially when level-2 clusters are small (Snijders & 
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Bosker, 1999).  ML provides an advantage when deviances of any two nested 
models that differ in their fixed and/or random effects need to be tested for 
model fit.  REML only allows for comparison of nested models that differ in 
their random effects (Snijders & Bosker, 1999).  The REML estimation method 
is most frequently used in cases where model predictors at the student level 
of interest are included on theoretical grounds and further confirmed with 
significance testing.

 Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) was adopted to analyze Native 
Hawaiian students’ performances from grades 3 to 8 and in grade 10 to account 
for the nesting of students within schools.  Initial multilevel models were 
constructed with two levels, student and school.  Neither class- nor teacher-level 
data were available. 

 Details for the two models of choice are presented (Figure 1).  Same-level 
and cross-level interactions were found to be non-significant and consequently 
removed from the multilevel models.  Therefore, effects of the predictors are 
additive, not multiplicative.   Selection of final multilevel models was further 
verified through McCoach’s (2010) 19 steps (desirata) for HLM analytical 
work.  For example, the simple error-covariance matrix structure was sufficient 
for our cross-classified models.  On the other hand, a more complex error 
covariance matrix would have been required if the simpler structure had been 
found to be inappropriate for the data.  Prior to conducting the full contextual 
analysis, we fixed the slopes when there was no significant variability across 
the level-2 units (McCoach, 2010).  This was done to follow Raudenbush and 
Bryk’s (2002) advice to avoid the “natural temptation” to estimate a saturated 
level-model in which all potential predictors are seriously included with random 
slopes.  It is unlikely that cross-level interactions will be found significant when 
slopes do not vary across clusters.

Figure 1. Name

This analysis focused on Native Hawaiian and White students in 2011 
(34,189 students from grades 3 to 8 and in grade 10).  The third to fifth graders 
were enrolled in 187 elementary schools, the sixth to eighth graders were 
enrolled in 65 middle schools, and the tenth graders were enrolled in 54 high 
schools.  Sample sizes and other descriptive statistics at each grade level are 
provided in Table 1.  Participation rate in the Hawaii State Assessment was 99% 
in each subgroup (for example, free or reduced price lunch, White, and Native 
Hawaiian).  Findings in this study can be generalized to the White and Native 
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Hawaiian student populations in Hawaii’s public school system.
Reading performance variables, i.e. scores on the 2011-2012 computer-

adapted HSA, and demographic variables (free or reduced price lunch, 
ethnicity, gender, and special education status) were provided by the HIDOE.

Outcome variables
The seven outcome variables, one for each grade, were the HSA reading 

scores for grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10 respectively (Table 1).

Table 1.
Outcome variables.

Student-level predictors in the final multilevel model
There were four student-level predictors: (a) Native Hawaiian ancestry, 

coded 1 if Native Hawaiian (Hawn) or 0 if White; (b) gender, coded 1 if male 
or 0 if female; (c) eligibility for the free or reduced price school lunch program 
based on SES, coded 1 if eligible or 0 if not; and (d) special education (SPED), 
coded 1 if so classified or 0 if not.  Nearly all of the Native Hawaiian and White 
students were native speakers of English as opposed to English Language 
Learners (ELL).

School-level predictors in the final multilevel model
Schools’ percentage of students on free or reduced price lunch was used as 

the school-level variable to account for some of the variance in students’ scores 
due to between-school differences. 

Results

The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) ranged from 0.07 to 0.11 at the 
respective grade levels.  ICCs may be interpreted as the “expected correlation 
between any two randomly chosen units that are in the same group” (Hox, 
2002, p.15). An ICC of 0 shows that there is no dependence of observations; on 
the other hand, an ICC of 1 shows that between-school differences can account 
for all of the variances in students’ scores. The typical range of ICCs in school 
effects research is from 0.10 to 0.20 (McCoach, 2010).  However, it is not 
uncommon for ICCs to fall below or above this range.  Even if ICCs are low, it 
is important to model clustered data using HLM.  

Intercepts
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The intercept in the multilevel model is the expected score of a non-
SPED White female student with a high SES in a school that had the average 
percentage of low SES students.  The HSA uses the same scale from 100 to 
500, with 300 as the cut-off for proficiency.  In elementary grades, this score 
is expected to be 337.33 points in grade 3 (95% CL: 335.16, 338.50); 339.87 
points in grade 4 (95% CL: 336.80, 340.93); and 336.41 points in grade 5 (95% 
CL: 334.47, 339.35).  In the middle grades, this score is expected to be 337.08 
points in grade 6 (95% CL: 334.98, 339.19); 337.95 points in grade 7 (95% 
CL: 335.59, 340.30); and 333.14 points in grade 8 (95% CL: 331.06, 335.22).  
In grade 10 (high school), this score is expected to be 328.62 points (95% CL: 
326.83, 330.41).  A non-SPED White female student with a high SES will 
perform, on average, above the proficiency levels of her peers by at least one 
standard deviation.

Unstandardized coefficients

With other factors statistically controlled for when compared to 
their White peers, Native Hawaiian students in elementary schools had a 
disadvantage of 15.11 points in grade 3 (95% CL: 13.30, 16.92); 15.36 points 
in grade 4 (95% CL: 13.50, 17.23); and 17.11 points in grade 5 (95% CL: 
15.33, 18.89).  In this comparison with their White peers in the middle grades, 
Native Hawaiian students had a disadvantage of 15.45 points in grade 6 (95% 
CL: 13.78, 17.11); 19.93 points in grade 7 (95% CL: 18.13, 21.73); and 17.47 
points at grade 8 (95% CL: 15.77, 19.17).  In grade 10, the Native Hawaiian 
students had a disadvantage of 16.89 points in comparison with their White 
peers (95% CL: 15.37, 18.42). On average, this disadvantage translated to 
Native Hawaiian students’ scores that were half a standard deviation below their 
White peers.

A male student is expected to score 6.63 points lower than his female 
counterpart in grade 3 (95% CL: 5.20, 8.05).  His score is expected to be 3.27 
points lower (95% CL; 1.75, 4.79) in grade 4 and 3.62 points lower in grade 
5 (95% CL; 2.21, 5.03).  In the middle grades, a male student is expected to 
underperform by 5.29 points in grade 6 (95% CL: 3.97, 6.61); by 6.06 points 
in grade 7 (95% CL: 4.59, 7.53); and by 4.07 points in grade 8 (95% CL; 2.64, 
5.50).  In grade 10, a male student is expected to underperform his female peer 
by 4.08 points (95% CL: 2.73, 5.43) with other factors kept constant. 

A low SES student in an elementary school is expected to score 10.82 points 
lower than his or her counterpart with high SES in grade 3 (95% CL: 9.19, 
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12.46); 10.98 points lower in grade 4 (95% CL: 9.27, 12.69); and 7.83 points 
lower in grade 5 (95% CL: 6.22, 9.44).  In middle grades, the low SES student 
is expected to score 7.87 points lower in grade 6 (95% CL: 6.39, 9.36); 8.08 
points lower in grade 7 (95% CL: 6.47, 9.70); and 5.38 points lower in grade 8 
(95% CL: 3.81, 6.95).  In grade 10, the low SES student’s score is expected to be 
5.41 points lower (95% CL: 3.95, 6.86), with other factors kept constant. 

A SPED student in an elementary school is expected to score 39.62 points 
lower than a non-SPED student in grade 3 (95% CL: 37.43, 41.80); 40.17 
points lower in grade 4 (95% CL: 37.81, 42.53); and 39.61 points lower in 
grade 5 (95% CL: 37.50, 41.73).  In the middle grades, a SPED student is 
expected to score 34.59 points lower in grade 6 (95% CL: 32.66, 36.52); 38.44 
points lower in grade 7 (95% CL: 36.35, 40.53); and 33.62 points lower in 
grade 8 (95% CL: 31.57, 35.67).  In grade 10, a SPED student is expected to 
score 28.72 points lower than anon-SPED student (95% CL: 26.80, 30.64). 

With other factors kept constant, students in an elementary school with 
10% more low SES students are expected to score 1.50 points lower in grade 3 
(95% CL: 0.88, 2.27); 1.45 points lower in grade 4 (95% CL: 0.81, 2.10); and 
1.36 points lower in grade 5 (95% CL: 0.77, 1.95).  In the middle grades, these 
scores are expected to be 1.19 points lower in grade 6 (95% CL: 0.49, 1.90); 
1.68 points lower in grade 7 (95% CL: 0.79, 2.57); and 0.91 point lower in 
grade 8 (95% CL: 0.13, 1.69).  The SchSES disadvantage is estimated to be 0.97 
points lower in grade 10 (95% CL: 0.27, 1.66).

Interaction effects were not included in the final models as they were 
consistently found to be non-significant.  Thus, the simpler main effects model 
was kept.  In other words, the negative effects seemed to be additive, not 
multiplicative. 

Table 2.
Table 2 Title Goes Here.

Standardized coefficients

The standardized coefficients in Table 3 illustrate the relative magnitude of 
each student-level factor relative to other factors.  Although the disadvantages 
that Native Hawaiian students face seemed to increase from elementary to 
middle grades and again from middle grades to high school, the specific 
disadvantage of low SES declined slightly.  More specifically, at grade 4, the 
disadvantage for a Native Hawaiian student is 1.42 times that of the effect 
of low SES.  At grade 7, this ratio is 2.42; and at grade 10, this ratio is 3.10, 
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suggesting that: (a) of all the student-level disadvantages examined, Native 
Hawaiian students face the most disadvantage after SPED students at all grade 
levels; and (b) as the impact of low SES decreased slightly over the years, the 
disadvantage a Native Hawaiian student faces increased. 

                                                          
Table 3.
Title of Table 3 Goes Here.

Males are at a greater disadvantage at all grade levels than their female peers.  
This disadvantage is the greatest, generally speaking, in the middle grades. 
SPED status, as expected, has the strongest negative impact at each grade level.  
However, readers should be cautious when interpreting the impact of SPED 
status because the HIDOE assigns the same status to students with physical 
disabilities and those with cognitive disabilities, thus confounding these two 
distinct categories. 

Discussion

While the types of models used in this research did not lend themselves to a 
straightforward interpretation of a R2-type statistic, it may be helpful intuitively 
to illustrate the strength of the models in explaining the variance in student 
reading scores for non-technical audiences.  The multilevel models in our study 
accounted for about one third of the total variance in student reading scores 
(31% to 39%).

Analysis yielded several key findings, the most important of which is 
that Native Hawaiian students face a disadvantage that is more serious than 
the disadvantage associated with poverty. Furthermore, gender confers an 
advantage to female students, and low SES’s negative association persists at 
every grade level.  Finally, school poverty has a strong negative association with 
reading achievement.  Estimation of achievement gaps in this study are more 
precise than NCLB calculations of achievement gaps, which is done through 
mean group differences without statistically controlling for other confounding 
predictors. 

After adjustments were made for the confounding variables in 2011, for 
example, Native Hawaiians on average were behind their White peers by 17.47 
points at grade 8 in reading.  This may be interpreted as the negative impact 
of being Native Hawaiian during middle school.  The usual measure, however, 
is a much larger difference of 305.62 – 325.07 = -22.80 points (Table 1), 
which includes the effects of the other disadvantages, such as SES. The current 
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coefficient for the Hawaiian-White contrast ranges from 15 points to 20 points, 
as opposed to the over-estimated difference of 21 to 26 points (Table 1).   

State-level policy makers in Hawaii need to know the findings from this 
study that Native Hawaiian students are the most disadvantaged after SPED 
students in reading achievement.  This disadvantage is distinct from and 
increasingly more harmful than low SES suggesting a de facto bias within the 
Hawaiian public education system.   For NCLB purposes, Native Hawaiians are 
included in the broad Asian/Pacific Islander category.  The disadvantage they 
suffer as an Indigenous group has been overlooked.  Kao and Thompson (2003) 
explicated that it is damaging and misleading to extremely disadvantaged ethnic 
groups to be wrongly categorized as part of a model minority, such as Asian 
Americans (for example, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean), that has been deemed 
to have it made and   stereotyped as being exemplary for other minorities.  More 
specifically, Lee and Kumashiro (2005) mentioned academic struggles of Native 
Hawaiians as an example of an ethnic group that challenges the stereotype of the 
model minority and pointed out the importance of social class and achievement 
variation within groups and that it is very important to disaggregate data by 
ethnicity. Underrepresentation of Native Hawaiian teachers in the public 
education system also reduces the chances of Native Hawaiian students finding 
educational role models from their own cultural roots.

The dichotomous coding of SES that is consistent with NCLB guidelines is 
not the most informative or precise measure, which is a limitation of the study. 
The percentage of students eligible for free or reduced price school lunch status, 
which was used in this study as a proxy for socioeconomic status (SES), has 
tended to decline as students grow older in Hawaii; and it is not clear whether 
this decline is due to increased family income or to increased stigma associated 
with poverty.  In Hawaii, there are many students who attend private schools 
and who may very well be different from the current study’s population hence 
limiting our findings’ generalizability to students within the public education 
system only.

Needed skills and competencies

Cognitively, during the 1997-1998 academic year, Warschauer (2000) 
found in his qualitative study in Hawaii on Oahu, which compared an 
exclusive college preparatory school with a school that was in one of the most 
socioeconomically depressed areas that while the forms of education were 
similar, the underlying purpose and content were decidedly different; one school 
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was producing scholars, and the other school was producing workers, denying 
students opportunities for critical thinking.  Significantly greater potential 
exists when learners are engaged in problem-solving activities and higher order 
thinking (HOT) skills (Wager, 1997).  To develop cognitive abilities, students 
need to develop their HOT skills, which require manipulation of ideas and 
information in ways that change implications and meaning; in contrast, when 
students merely receive or recite factual information or employ rules through 
repetitive routines, lower order thinking (LOT) occurs (Newmann & Wehlage, 
1993).  In addition, the fact that peer learning can be a strong motivator 
is especially important for Native Hawaiian students because, as Weisner, 
Gallimore, and Jordan (1988) pointed out, Native Hawaiian children frequently 
learn from their siblings instead of their parents, which could be a reason why 
they often pay more attention to their classroom peers than to their teachers.

In other needed areas of development for today’s learners, Dymnicki, 
Sambolt, and Kidron (2013, p. 2) presented information about how five core 
social and emotional learning (SEL) competencies of “self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision 
making” can be used to increase students’ college and career readiness.  These 
authors explained that SEL competencies can help to alleviate significant 
emotional, mental health, and social challenges that prevent many students 
from succeeding in life as well as in school including such health-risk behaviors 
as bullying and violence, drug and alcohol use, and risky sexual activities. 
Training in these competencies can be especially helpful for Native Hawaiian 
students because as Kana‘iaupuni and Ishibashi (2003) explicated, although 
strong ties with both family and community characterize Native Hawaiians, 
many often live in social environments plagued with difficult problems such as 
crime, drugs, and violence in  addition to cultural losses, socioeconomic and 
sociocultural disadvantages, and poverty. 

 In yet another approach, Redding (2013) explored pedagogical benefits of 
personalized learning, which ensues from the power of personal relationships 
among those teaching and those learning, including their families, and the use of 
multiple modes for enhancing and scaffolding students’ learning and motivation 
to enhance emotional, metacognitive, and social competencies.  Additionally, 
in the areas of student engagement and motivation, researchers have proposed 
the following three indicators: (a) cultural congruence, the degree to which 
students are provided with experiences that support their socio-cultural and 
personal identities (Oyersman, Johnson, & Jones, 2011); (b) cultural relevance, 
the support afforded to students for valuing their social-cultural backgrounds 
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(Davis & McPartland, 2012; Dockter, Haug, & Lewis, 2010); and (c) cultural 
correspondence, connecting to students’ prior knowledge and experiences 
(Lave, 1997).  These three indicators are especially crucial for students whose 
Indigenous knowledge is often not well-supported in mainstream education 
(Lave, 1997). 

Culturally, as a crucial part of the decolonization process and restoration of 
cultural identity, Silva (2009) noted that it is especially important for Känaka 
Maoli (Native Hawaiians) to learn about their own political and intellectual 
histories and ancestors, much of which was obscured and erased following the 
banning of the Hawaiian language as the instructional language in public and 
private schools in Hawaii in 1896, three years after Queen Lili‘uokalani was 
illegally overthrown.  This author continued by explaining that as part of the 
U.S. colonization and takeover and because few of the colonial historiographers 
knew the Hawaiian language, many crucial resources revealing the complexities 
of Native Hawaiian literature, political thought, and history have been ignored 
and further diminished the participation of Native Hawaiians in chronicling 
their own history, which she is now helping to reverse in her work, especially 
through her discoveries and translations of both traditional and nontraditional 
Hawaiian language sources.  

Conclusions and recommendations for future study

Since the current study used only cross-sectional data, the HIDOE needs 
to plan future longitudinal analyses based upon the new computer-adapted 
HSA.  There is also a need for investigations of how the disadvantages students 
face may have changed since the computer-adapted HSA was adopted in 
2011-2012.  This study calls on the HIDOE to develop and intensify efforts to 
promote culturally responsive pedagogy (Benham & Heck, 1998) in order to 
improve cultural congruence, cultural relevance, and cultural correspondence 
in the education of Native Hawaiian students.  Three areas of scholarship in 
teaching and learning that require attention, are “alternative pedagogy, teacher 
preparation, and culturally relevant assessment processes” (Benham, 2006, p. 
38). 

  We also agree with Au (1998) that improvements will occur as 
educators more effectively address instructional goals, methods, and materials; 
classroom management and student interactions; home language roles; 
community relationships; and assessments. More specifically, these ideas 
include authentic presentation of cultures, especially from authors with diverse 
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backgrounds; peer collaborations; student-written memoirs involving family 
member interactions; and alternative assessments such as portfolios and tests 
that reduce or eliminate biases such as types of questions, languages, and prior 
knowledge and that are not high-stakes so that poor performance will not 
result in the same types of negative consequences that accompany standardized 
testing.

The time for NCLB re-authorization is rapidly approaching; and with 
this, the historical disadvantages that Native Hawaiian students are dealing 
with will continue unless substantial changes are made to correct NCLB’s 
serious flaws.  Independent and charter schools have successfully educated 
Native Hawaiian students through the use of culturally sensitive pedagogy and 
curriculum (Kana`iaupuni & Ishibashi, 2005).  One example of this success is 
the Kamehameha Elementary Education Program (KEEP) in which adaptations 
to reflect cultural norms of Native Hawaiians were made in motivation 
management, instructional practice, and classroom organization (Vogt, Jordan, 
& Tharp, 1993).  

  Native Hawaiians have been trapped in a cycle of intergenerational 
marginalization that has bred hopelessness and apathy for them as the most 
disadvantaged ethnic group in Hawaii on virtually every measure of well-being, 
including poverty, disproportionately high unemployment rates, disease, 
health issues, high-risk behavior risk such as engagement in early sexual activity, 
child neglect and abuse, high rates of arrest, and incarceration (Kana‘iaupuni 
& Ishibashi, 2003). We join these authors in their hope that this negative 
cycle for Native Hawaiians can be changed with quality public education that 
produces more positive self-esteem and enhanced pathways to and beneficial 
opportunities for economic and social success.  Despite the cultural alienations 
experienced, Benham (2006) argued that most native peoples are genuinely 
concerned about preparation, education, and socialization of future generations.  
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