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A BILL 
 

FOR AN ACT ENTITLED 
 
"An Act relating to instruction in a language other than English; and relating to limited 1 

teacher certificates." 2 

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA: 3 

   * Section 1. AS 14.20.025 is repealed and reenacted to read: 4 

Sec. 14.20.025. Limited teacher certificates. (a) Notwithstanding 5 

AS 14.20.020(b) and 14.20.022, the department may issue a limited teacher certificate, 6 

valid only in the area of expertise for which it is issued, to a person qualified under (b) 7 

of this section to teach  8 

(1)  Alaska Native Culture; 9 

(2)  military science; 10 

(3)  vocational or technical education;  11 

(4)  any subject if the language of instruction is not English. 12 

(b)  A person may apply for a limited teacher certificate under this section if 13 

the person is the subject of a request made under (c) of this section and demonstrates, 14 
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as required by regulations adopted by the board, instructional skills and subject matter 1 

expertise sufficient to assure the public that the person is competent as a teacher. The 2 

board may require a person issued a limited teacher certificate under this section to 3 

undertake academic training as may be required by the board by regulation and make 4 

satisfactory progress in the academic training.  5 

(c)  The department may issue a limited teacher certificate under this section 6 

only if the school board of the district or regional educational attendance area in which 7 

an applicant for a limited teacher certificate will be teaching submits a request to the 8 

department for the limited teacher certificate to be issued to the applicant. A request 9 

for a limited teacher certificate under (a)(4) of this section must specify the subject 10 

and instructional language for which the certificate is valid. 11 

(d)  The board may adopt regulations necessary to implement this section. The 12 

regulations may not require an applicant under (a)(4) of this section to achieve a 13 

minimum score on an examination unless the examination is given in the instructional 14 

language for which the limited certificate is valid. 15 

(e)  A limited teacher certificate issued under this section is initially valid for 16 

one year. The department may, in accordance with regulations adopted by the board, 17 

extend or renew a limited teacher certificate issued under this section if the school 18 

board that initially requested the issuance of the limited teacher certificate requests 19 

that the certificate be extended or renewed and certifies that the person has 20 

demonstrated skills in classroom instruction and student assessment.  21 
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Sponsor Statement | HB 24 – Limited Teacher Certificates 

Language immersion education is an increasingly popular educational model that also 

produces impressive academic outcomes. In an immersion program, some of the academic 

subject matter is delivered in a language other than English. HB 24 provides needed 

flexibility to school districts operating language immersion programs.  

 

HB 24 gives the state board of education the tools necessary to tackle one of the biggest 

challenges facing Alaska’s immersion programs: finding fully certified teachers also fluent 

in an Alaska Native or foreign language. Under HB 24, the state board could provide school 

districts case-by-case flexibility to hire language immersion teachers they know are 

qualified to lead a classroom but who — for reasons such as limited English proficiency, 

advanced age, or familial responsibilities — are unable at the time to get a full teacher 

certification. To do so, the state board would have to create a new certificate along the lines 

of the existing “Type M” or “Type I” limited certificates. 

 

Alaska already has a variety of successful and popular immersion programs, including 

Wasilla’s Fronteras, Anchorage’s Rilke Schule, and Anchorage School District’s highly 

regarded world languages program. 

 

Immersion is also central to Alaska Native language revitalization efforts. In Israel, New 

Zealand, and Hawaii, immersion education was at the core of indigenous language revival. 

At Ayaprun Elitnaurvik in Bethel, instruction is done in Yup’ik, and interest in Alaska Native 

language immersion education is growing elsewhere in the state. 

 

HB 24 will help Alaska’s language immersion programs continue to provide high-quality 

dual-language education. 
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Sectional Analysis | HB 24 – Limited Teacher Certificates 

HB 24 repeals and re-enacts AS 14.20.025. 

Section 14.20.025(a) 

The Department of Education and Early Development (DEED) may issue limited teacher certificates 

in certain specialty areas: 

● Alaska Native culture; 

● Military science; 

● Vocational or technical education; 

● Classes taught in non-English languages. 

Under current law, limited certificates may be issued for teaching Alaska Native languages or 

culture, military science, and vocational or technical education. HB 24 adds classes taught in 

non-English languages to the existing list. 

Certificates issued under this section in one of these specialty areas are subject to the provisions of 

AS 14.20.025 and exempt from certain requirements of AS 14.20.020 or AS 14.20.022.  

Section 14.20.025(b) 

Limited certificates can only be issued to a person if the school board of the district in which the 

person will teach has requested a limited certificate for that specific person. The limited certificate 

is valid only in the district that makes the request. 

A person may only receive a limited certificate if they demonstrate “instructional skills and subject 

matter expertise sufficient to assure the public that the person is competent as a teacher.” This 

language is used in current law, and like in current law, the state board of education is empowered 

to write regulations interpreting it.  

The state board of education’s regulations may require that a limited certificate holder undertake 

additional academic training. 

Section 14.20.025(c) 

 



 

A limited teacher certificate must specify the language(s) and subject(s) for which it is valid. 

Restates that limited certificates can only be issued to a person if the school board of the district in 

which the person will teach has requested a limited certificate for that specific person. The limited 

certificate is valid only in the district that makes the request. 

Section 14.20.025(d) 

Gives the state board of education authority to write regulations implementing AS 14.20.025. 

Provides that the regulations cannot require a certificate applicant to achieve a minimum score on 

an exam unless that exam is given in the instructional language the certificate will be valid for (e.g. a 

teacher who will be teaching only in German or Iñupiaq cannot be required to pass an exam given 

in English). 

Section 14.20.25(e) 

Limited certificates are initially valid for one year. Terms and lengths of extension and renewal shall 

be set by the state board of education. In order for a limited certificate to be extended or renewed, 

the school board that initially requested the certificate must certify that the certificate holder has 

demonstrated skills in classroom instruction and student assessment. 
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FISCAL NOTE ANALYSIS

This bill repeals and reenacts AS 14.20.025, Limited teacher certificates.  This bill would continue to allow for a person with 
expertise in Alaska Native language, Alaska culture, military sciences, and vocational areas to gain a limited teacher 
certificate in those specific areas.  The bill expands the persons eligible for a limited certificate to include individuals with 
expertise in all world language other than English.  Additionally, a person with expertise in either an Alaska Native or a 
world language who demonstrates expertise in subject areas like mathematics, science, and social studies may teach in 
the subject areas using the language other than English for instruction. 

This bill maintains the State Board of Education & Early Development’s authority to require an individual that qualifies for 
a limited teaching certificate to undertake academic training as specified by the State Board.  As well it requires that the 
school board of the district or regional educational attendance area requests the issuance of a limited teacher certificate 
to an applicant.  The request must specify the subject and instructional language for which the certificate would be valid. 
This bill prohibits the State Board from adopting an examination requirement for a limited certificate issued under this bill
unless the examination is in the instructional language for which the limited certificate is valid.  Finally, the bill establishes 
the length of the initial limited certificate as one year with the option of extending or renewing the certificate upon 
request of the school board that initially requested the issuance of the certificate.

This bill allows the state board authority to find innovative mechanisms to determine the content area and pedagogical 
competency of educators providing instruction in languages other than English. Currently, statutes require a basic 
competency exam, a bachelor’s degree, and the enrollment in or completion of a teacher preparation program to teach 
specific content areas (like mathematics, reading, language arts, science, and social studies). The additional authority 
provided by this bill would remove these requirement and allow the state board to develop alternative assessments of an 
educator’s knowledge, skills, and abilities in these areas. 

No effective date has been provided. 

There is no fiscal impact to the department under this bill.  
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NATIV DUCATION

Teaching the Whole Child: Language Immerion
and tudent Achievement
Terea L. Mccart • eptemer 1, 2014
A Congre conider two ill to upport Native American language immerion, including the Native Language

Immerion tudent Achievement Act, it i time to take tock. What doe reearch a aout the impact of Native-language

immerion on Native tudent’ academic achievement? We now have 30 ear—more than a generation—of data on

Native-language immerion in the U.. and eond.

ut èrt, what do we mean  Native-language immerion? It ma e eaier to egin with what immerion i not. Native-

language immerion i not impl “Native language intruction.” It i not a pullout program or a 50-minute cla. Native-

language immerion i not umerion, a method that compel tudent to learn a econd language at the expene of their

mother tongue.

Native-language immerion i voluntar; parent often participate in immerion themelve to upport their children’

language learning at home. Native-language immerion i additive, uilding on tudent’ èrt-language ailitie a a

foundation for learning the Native language a a econd language. Native-language immerion i full-da or mot-of-the-

da teaching and learning in the Native language, often complemented  after-chool and ummer program. Native-

language immerion tematicall incorporate Native cultural content and culturall appropriate wa of teaching and

learning. Mot important, Native-language immerion not onl engage tudent in learning the Native language, ut alo

math, cience, ocial tudie, muic, art, and even nglih through that language. In other word, Native-language

immerion i a whole program that cultivate what language reearcher Fred Geneee call “the whole child, the whole

curriculum, the whole communit.”

Hawaiian language immerion provide the mot dramatic example of the ucce of uch a program. From a ituation in

the earl 1980 in which fewer than 50 children poke Hawaiian, Hawaiian-medium chooling ha produced 4,000

children aeed a éuent peaker of Hawaiian. Thee change have come in tandem with impreive academic gain for

hitoricall undererved Native Hawaiian tudent. In a 2012 iue of the Journal of American Indian ducation (JAI),

Profeor William Wilon of the Univerit of Hawai‘i Hilo report on the P-12 N?wah?okalani??pu?u (N?wah?) chool,

which oat a 100 percent high chool graduation and 80 percent college attendance rate. Although nglih i not

introduced until grade 5, N?wah? produce graduate who are college-, career-, and civic life-read for nglih-dominant

etting.

https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/category/education/native-education/
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/author/teresa-l-mccarty/
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/
https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/education/native-education/teaching-the-whole-child-language-immersion-and-student-achievement/


On the Navajo Nation, the Window Rock Unièed chool Ditrict (WRUD) ha run a voluntar Navajo immerion

program ince 1986. Reporting on the program’ èrt 10 ear, Agne and Wane Holm note that immerion tudent

performed a well on local tet of nglih a their non-immerion peer, and etter in nglih writing and math. Now a

whole-chool program called Téhootooí Diné i’ólta’, immerion in WRUD continue to demontrate tudent

achievement outcome equivalent or etter than thoe of nglih-medium chool erving Navajo tudent.

etween 2009 and 2011, I conducted a tud of Navajo immerion at the K-5 Puente de Hózhó (ridge of eaut or PdH)

Pulic Magnet chool in Flagtaç, Arizona. Part of the national Promiing Practice tud led  Profeor ran rao

of Arizona tate Univerit, the PdH tud reponded to xecutive Order 13336’ call for reearch on the role of Native

language and culture in American Indian/Alaka Native tudent achievement. On tate-required tet, PdH tudent

equaled or urpaed their Native peer in nglih maintream chool. In recent ear, PdH ha ranked among the

ditrict’ top-performing chool. quall important, the tud howed that Navajo immerion rought parent and elder

into the program, reinforcing intergenerational tie.      

Thee are ut a few example of Native-language immerion program demontrating ucce:

Akweane (Mohawk) Freedom chool in uptate New York

Aaprun litnaurvik Yup’ik Immerion chool in ethel, Alaka

Cherokee Immerion Charter chool in Tahlequah, Oklahoma

Cut Wood (lackfeet) Academ in rowning, Montana

Native American Communit Academ (Lakota, Navajo, Tiwa) in Aluquerque, New Mexico

Waadookodaading (Ojiwe) Language Immerion chool in Haward, Wiconin

While individual program data are informative, equall revelator are national data. In a 2005 government-commiioned

tud of et practice in immerion chooling in New Zealand, Profeor tephen Ma and hi aociate at the

Univerit of Waikato found that M?ori-medium program in which 81 to 100 percent of intruction took place in M?ori—

called Level 1 program—produced the tronget academic gain. The reearcher attriuted thi to the well etalihed

“language interdependence principle”: The tronger a child ecome in M?ori, the more likel /he i to e ucceful in

nglih. Thi alo mean that immerion require everal ear to demontrate optimal reult; tudent who participated

in Level 1 immerion for 6 to 8 ear reaped the greatet linguitic, cognitive, cultural, and academic eneèt.

In the Promiing Practice tud, we found that trong Native language and culture program (equivalent to M?ori Level

1) produced the greatet academic eneèt, and eneèt were cumulative. Therefore, program need to e long-term.

Long-term program that egin with 90 to 100 percent of intructional time in the Native language and provide high-

qualit nglih intruction  the end of the program promote high level of language acquiition and academic

achievement.

Overall, what do three decade of reearch how? Cloe examination of the data conèrm the eneèt of well-

implemented immerion in promoting tudent’ language acquiition, enhanced tet performance, increaed chool

retention and graduation rate, college entr, and more diçue ut important outcome uch a parent involvement and

cultural pride.

http://www.ncela.us/rcd/bibliography/BE020172
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http://www.freedom-school.org/index.php/contact-us
http://www.educator.com/charter-schools/ayaprun-elitnaurvik-yupik-immersion-school
http://www.cherokee.org/Services/Education/ImmersionSchool.aspx
http://www.pieganinstitute.org/community.html
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March 27, 2019 
 
To Legislators To Whom It May Concern 
 
Alaska State Capitol 
Juneau, AK 99801 
 
Aloha Members of the Alaska Legislature, 
 
I write in support of legislation to facilitate Alaska Native language immersion 
programs such as House Bill 24. 
 
My name is Dr. William H. Wilson. I am the senior faculty member of the 
Hawaiʻi State Hawaiian Language College, which is located on the Hilo 
campus of the University of Hawaiʻi. Our college is somewhat similar to the 
Alaska Native Language Center at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, but 
was established quite a few years after the ANLC. 
 
My academic background is in historical and applied linguistics, language 
revitalization, and indigenous languages in education. My wife, Dr. Kauanoe 
Kamanā, and I raised our two children totally in Hawaiian at home and 
educated them totally through Hawaiian immersion from preschool to grade 
12. Upon high school graducation, they both went on to college and graduated 
– one from our own University of Hawaiʻi and one from Loyola Marymount 
University in Los Angeles. Both today have successful careers in business and 
both continue to use Hawaiian as their regular language of conversation with 
each other and with us. 
 
I begin with the above details to provide some personal evidence that 
education through endangered indigenous languages can be highly successful 
both in terms of maintaining a precious indigenous heritage of a state and in 
terms of academic and economic outcomes. Furthermore, those successes can 
be accomplished – indeed in my experience are best accomplished – through 
innovative mobilization of community resources in the manner called for in 
House Bill 24. 
 
My own children are atypical in that their parents are university professors. 
Approximately 70 percent of the other Native Hawaiian children educated with 
them were from “free and reduced lunch” backgrounds. Over 95 percent were 
Native Hawaiian, generally a particularly low-performing population in state 
schools. Nearly 100 percent of the teachers in our childrenʻs school were 
themselves Native Hawaiian, and many were either uncertified or teaching at a 
grade level or in a subject level for which they had not been certified. We were 
working together, however, as a community in educating the children. First 
graduating students in 1999, the school they attended, Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu, 
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(Nāwahī), has never had a dropout; and through the years over 85 percent of graduates have gone 
directly on to college. 
 
While we are very proud of our children's school, similar results are being produced in the eight 
other Hawaiian immersion sites (or sets of classes in an English-medium school) that have 
reached through to the senior-high-school level. A portion of those sites teach partially through 
English beginning in middle school, and other like Nāwahī are taught totally through Hawaiian 
right through to the senior year. All sites are similar to Nāwahī, however, in the high proportion 
of students from lower economic backgrounds and in their enrollments being close to 100 
percent Native Hawaiian. Recently the state published information that 20 percent of the teachers 
in schools teaching through Hawaiian statewide are uncertified compared to four percent 
uncertified teachers in the schools taught through English. Yet, outcomes relative to high school 
graduation and college attendance directly out of high school are higher in the schools taught 
through Hawaiian than in schools taught through English. 
 
The statistics are as follows: Relative to “On Time High-School Graduation,” students in 
Hawaiian Immersion Schools currently graduate at a rate eight percentage points higher than 
Native Hawaiians in English-medium schools (86 percent vs. 78 percent) and also three-
percentage-points higher than the rate for non-Native Hawaiian students in English-medium 
schools (86 percent vs. 83 percent). Relative to “Immediate Enrollment Into College,” students 
from Hawaiian Immersion Schools currently enroll directly into college at a rate 15 percentage 
points higher than other Native Hawaiians who have graduated from high school (61 percent vs. 
46 percent) and at a rate 21 percent higher than lower-income Native Hawaiian graduates as a 
whole (61 percent vs. 40 percent). 
 
While I do not have official statistics, it is a widespread observation that students in Hawaiian 
Immersion have special strengths in overall “wellness.” That is, they are well adjusted, polite, in 
better health, are contributors to society, and are statistically less likely to engage in risky 
behaviors. To give an example from the 2017 senior class at Nāwahī, both the division-one 
offensive and defensive football players of the year for our county of 190,800 people were from 
Nāwahī. 
 
The Hawaiian-language-revitalization movement that produced these results began small, with 
handfuls of students in private-language-nest preschools. These preschools were taught by 
second-language learners and by fluent speakers, none of whom had state licensure. What the 
teachers had was knowledge of the language, knowledge of the culture, ability to connect with 
students, and a passion to share what they knew from a values base that had assured survival and 
success among Native Hawaiians for countless generations before. 
 
From these roots, our Hawaiian-language education system slowly grew. We moved first into 
kindergarten and then added a grade a year through elementary school. We then moved on to 
middle school and through high school. We relied on the teachers that we were able to find – 
some licensed many not. But we parents persisted in pursuing Hawaiian-language education for 
their children, and we saw good educational results. The movement spread from our community 
to others statewide, and new sites continue to open. 
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Our preschools began first as community initiatives that were modeled in part on Hawaiʻi 
immigrant-language schools and partly on New Zealand Māori language nests. During the  
development of our schools, we discovered that legal provisions allowing immigrant language 
schools to hire teachers without certification did not apply to the non-foreign Hawaiian language. 
Indeed, we also discovered that an earlier system of government education through the Hawaiian 
language was closed down by law in 1896. That legislation barring use of Hawaiian as a medium 
of education was still on the books when we began our efforts in the early 1980s. 
 
We decided to go to the legislature for relief. The state education establishment was opposed to 
our request; but after three years of lobbying, the legislature produced two bills. One bill 
completely exempted preschools taught through Hawaiian from any required licensures of 
teachers, a regulation parallel to what already existed for foreign-language schools. Through the 
second bill, passed that same year in 1986, the state legislature lifted the legal barrier to use of 
Hawaiian as a medium of education in the public schools. As a result, in 1987 we were able to 
matriculate our older children from the language-nest preschool into the state school system as a 
special class – or stream – in a mainstream English school. We added the next grade in 1989 and 
grew grade by grade from there, graduating the first seniors in 1999. Our son was in the first 
graduating class. Eventually enrollment became large enough to establish Nāwahī as a separate 
school site. 
 
The Hawaiʻi State Legislature has been a strong supporter since those initial bills. Legislative 
support has paved the way for further development of education through Hawaiian. Our teacher 
licensing law includes a variety of provisions accounting for the unique status of Hawaiian 
language immersion teachers. We have a special set of certifications for Hawaiian immersion 
that allow teachers to teach K-12 because the immersion sites are small and teachers need to 
teach at multiple levels. The law includes a provision for special support for teachers who teach 
in Hawaiian immersion programs and for those who teach on Niʻihau (an isolated island where 
everyone speaks Hawaiian), allowing extra time as they work toward certification. 
 
We have been very fortunate in Hawaiʻi to have a supportive legislature. The mainstream 
educational establishment of our state including the State Department of Education, while highly 
concerned for the academic progress for Native Hawaiians, was actually initially opposed to 
Hawaiian immersion. Even today the educational mainstream in our state continues a tendency to 
follow practices and models that emanate from large national educational organizations based in 
the contiguous forty-eight states. This is why our legislators, grounded in the distinctiveness of 
our state and its communities, have been the ones providing leadership in opening up this 
Hawaiian immersion pathway. The legislature did not support Hawaiian immersion without us 
providing evidence that other countries had successfully implemented what we were advocating, 
but they did open up opportunities that would not have existed for us if the legislature had 
listened primarily to those from the educational mainstream who opposed Hawaiian immersion 
initiatives based on there being no such model within standard national educational practice in 
the contiguous forty-eight states. 
 
In providing a legal pathway for Hawaiian immersion, our state legislature has greatly benefited 
Native Hawaiian communities and the state as a whole. I am very grateful for their 
groundbreaking support and the outcomes for my own family as well as for the larger population 



 4 

of our state. I see many parallels in what the Alaska State Legislature is doing with House Bill 
24. I commend your work in supporting Alaska Native communities that are seeking to grow 
Alaska Native language immersion education. I wish you all the success in your endeavors and 
would be happy to help in any way where our experiences here and some of the research of our 
College might be useful. 
 
 
 
Dr. William H. Wilson 
Ka Haka ʻUla O Keʻelikōlani College of Hawaiian Language 
University of Hawaiʻi at Hilo 



 
 
 
March 28, 2019 
 
Members of the 31st Alaska Legislature: 
 
I am writing as the Executive Director of the Association of Alaska School Boards to express 
support for House Bill 24, “an Act relating to instruction in a language other than English.”  
 
The Association of Alaska School Boards is a statewide organization that advocates for children 
and youth by assisting school boards in providing quality public education, focused on student 
achievement, through effective local governance. Our membership consists of over 330 board 
members across Alaska, and our 15 member Board of Directors represents all regions of the 
state.  
 
Through numerous resolutions and initiatives, the Association of Alaska School Boards has 
demonstrated a sustained commitment to promoting Alaska Native language program 
development, encouraging the adoption of culturally responsive curriculums, and urging the 
hiring of qualified Alaska Native educators – all with a mind toward supporting the academic 
success and improved graduation rates of Alaska Native students. 
 
Language immersion education is an effective means of achieving these stated goals and 
priorities, but our members regularly encounter challenges when hiring for immersion schools. 
House Bill 24 would provide crucial flexibility for school districts to employ fluent educators – 
particularly in Alaska Native languages – who are best-suited for language immersion programs. 
  
Accordingly, the Association of Alaska School Board supports the passage of House Bill 24.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Norm Wooten 
Executive Director 
Association of Alaska School Boards 



 1 

March 27, 2019 
 
To Legislators To Whom It May Concern 
 
Alaska State Capitol 
Juneau, AK 99801 
 
Aloha Members of the Alaska Legislature, 
 
I write in support of legislation to facilitate Alaska Native language immersion 
programs such as House Bill 24. 
 
My name is Dr. William H. Wilson. I am the senior faculty member of the 
Hawaiʻi State Hawaiian Language College, which is located on the Hilo 
campus of the University of Hawaiʻi. Our college is somewhat similar to the 
Alaska Native Language Center at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, but 
was established quite a few years after the ANLC. 
 
My academic background is in historical and applied linguistics, language 
revitalization, and indigenous languages in education. My wife, Dr. Kauanoe 
Kamanā, and I raised our two children totally in Hawaiian at home and 
educated them totally through Hawaiian immersion from preschool to grade 
12. Upon high school graducation, they both went on to college and graduated 
– one from our own University of Hawaiʻi and one from Loyola Marymount 
University in Los Angeles. Both today have successful careers in business and 
both continue to use Hawaiian as their regular language of conversation with 
each other and with us. 
 
I begin with the above details to provide some personal evidence that 
education through endangered indigenous languages can be highly successful 
both in terms of maintaining a precious indigenous heritage of a state and in 
terms of academic and economic outcomes. Furthermore, those successes can 
be accomplished – indeed in my experience are best accomplished – through 
innovative mobilization of community resources in the manner called for in 
House Bill 24. 
 
My own children are atypical in that their parents are university professors. 
Approximately 70 percent of the other Native Hawaiian children educated with 
them were from “free and reduced lunch” backgrounds. Over 95 percent were 
Native Hawaiian, generally a particularly low-performing population in state 
schools. Nearly 100 percent of the teachers in our childrenʻs school were 
themselves Native Hawaiian, and many were either uncertified or teaching at a 
grade level or in a subject level for which they had not been certified. We were 
working together, however, as a community in educating the children. First 
graduating students in 1999, the school they attended, Nāwahīokalaniʻōpuʻu, 

 
 
 

KULANUI O 
HAWAIʻI MA HILO 

 
Ka Haka ʻUla O Keʻelikōlani 

College of Hawaiian Language 
 
 
 
 

http://www.olelo.hawaii.edu/khuok/ 
 
 

MOKUNA 
PAPAHANA KĀLAIʻIKE 
Academic Studies Division 

 
Muapuka 

Undergraduate Programs 
 

Mulipuka 
Graduate Programs 

 
Kula Mauli Ola 

Laboratory Schools 
 

Kahuawaiola 
Indigenous Teacher Education Program 

 
MOKUNA 

HALE KUAMOʻO 
Hawaiian Language Center 

 
Hoʻoikaika Kumu 

Hawaiian Medium Teacher Development 
 

Hoʻomohala Haʻawina 
Lawelawe Pāpaho & Kelekaʻaʻike 

Curriculum Development, 
Media and Telecommunication Services 

 
KEʻENA HOʻOKELE KOLEKE 

Administrative Office 
 

200 W. KĀWILI STREET 
HILO, HAWAIʻI 96720-4091 

KELEPONA (Phone): (808) 932-7360 
KELEPAʻI (Fax): (808) 932-7651 

 
 

KE KULA ʻO 
NĀWAHĪOKALANIʻŌPUʻU 

Hawaiian Medium Laboratory School 
 

16-120 ʻŌPŪKAHAʻIA ST, SUITE 1 
KEAʻAU, HAWAIʻI 96749 

KELEPONA (Phone): (808) 982-4260 
KELEPAʻI (Fax): (808) 966-7821 

 
 
 
 
 

He Mea Hai Ma Ka Papaha 
Kaulike Me Ke Pai Laemāuna 

 
An Equal Opportunity/ 

Affirmative Action Institution 



 2 

(Nāwahī), has never had a dropout; and through the years over 85 percent of graduates have gone 
directly on to college. 
 
While we are very proud of our children's school, similar results are being produced in the eight 
other Hawaiian immersion sites (or sets of classes in an English-medium school) that have 
reached through to the senior-high-school level. A portion of those sites teach partially through 
English beginning in middle school, and other like Nāwahī are taught totally through Hawaiian 
right through to the senior year. All sites are similar to Nāwahī, however, in the high proportion 
of students from lower economic backgrounds and in their enrollments being close to 100 
percent Native Hawaiian. Recently the state published information that 20 percent of the teachers 
in schools teaching through Hawaiian statewide are uncertified compared to four percent 
uncertified teachers in the schools taught through English. Yet, outcomes relative to high school 
graduation and college attendance directly out of high school are higher in the schools taught 
through Hawaiian than in schools taught through English. 
 
The statistics are as follows: Relative to “On Time High-School Graduation,” students in 
Hawaiian Immersion Schools currently graduate at a rate eight percentage points higher than 
Native Hawaiians in English-medium schools (86 percent vs. 78 percent) and also three-
percentage-points higher than the rate for non-Native Hawaiian students in English-medium 
schools (86 percent vs. 83 percent). Relative to “Immediate Enrollment Into College,” students 
from Hawaiian Immersion Schools currently enroll directly into college at a rate 15 percentage 
points higher than other Native Hawaiians who have graduated from high school (61 percent vs. 
46 percent) and at a rate 21 percent higher than lower-income Native Hawaiian graduates as a 
whole (61 percent vs. 40 percent). 
 
While I do not have official statistics, it is a widespread observation that students in Hawaiian 
Immersion have special strengths in overall “wellness.” That is, they are well adjusted, polite, in 
better health, are contributors to society, and are statistically less likely to engage in risky 
behaviors. To give an example from the 2017 senior class at Nāwahī, both the division-one 
offensive and defensive football players of the year for our county of 190,800 people were from 
Nāwahī. 
 
The Hawaiian-language-revitalization movement that produced these results began small, with 
handfuls of students in private-language-nest preschools. These preschools were taught by 
second-language learners and by fluent speakers, none of whom had state licensure. What the 
teachers had was knowledge of the language, knowledge of the culture, ability to connect with 
students, and a passion to share what they knew from a values base that had assured survival and 
success among Native Hawaiians for countless generations before. 
 
From these roots, our Hawaiian-language education system slowly grew. We moved first into 
kindergarten and then added a grade a year through elementary school. We then moved on to 
middle school and through high school. We relied on the teachers that we were able to find – 
some licensed many not. But we parents persisted in pursuing Hawaiian-language education for 
their children, and we saw good educational results. The movement spread from our community 
to others statewide, and new sites continue to open. 
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Our preschools began first as community initiatives that were modeled in part on Hawaiʻi 
immigrant-language schools and partly on New Zealand Māori language nests. During the  
development of our schools, we discovered that legal provisions allowing immigrant language 
schools to hire teachers without certification did not apply to the non-foreign Hawaiian language. 
Indeed, we also discovered that an earlier system of government education through the Hawaiian 
language was closed down by law in 1896. That legislation barring use of Hawaiian as a medium 
of education was still on the books when we began our efforts in the early 1980s. 
 
We decided to go to the legislature for relief. The state education establishment was opposed to 
our request; but after three years of lobbying, the legislature produced two bills. One bill 
completely exempted preschools taught through Hawaiian from any required licensures of 
teachers, a regulation parallel to what already existed for foreign-language schools. Through the 
second bill, passed that same year in 1986, the state legislature lifted the legal barrier to use of 
Hawaiian as a medium of education in the public schools. As a result, in 1987 we were able to 
matriculate our older children from the language-nest preschool into the state school system as a 
special class – or stream – in a mainstream English school. We added the next grade in 1989 and 
grew grade by grade from there, graduating the first seniors in 1999. Our son was in the first 
graduating class. Eventually enrollment became large enough to establish Nāwahī as a separate 
school site. 
 
The Hawaiʻi State Legislature has been a strong supporter since those initial bills. Legislative 
support has paved the way for further development of education through Hawaiian. Our teacher 
licensing law includes a variety of provisions accounting for the unique status of Hawaiian 
language immersion teachers. We have a special set of certifications for Hawaiian immersion 
that allow teachers to teach K-12 because the immersion sites are small and teachers need to 
teach at multiple levels. The law includes a provision for special support for teachers who teach 
in Hawaiian immersion programs and for those who teach on Niʻihau (an isolated island where 
everyone speaks Hawaiian), allowing extra time as they work toward certification. 
 
We have been very fortunate in Hawaiʻi to have a supportive legislature. The mainstream 
educational establishment of our state including the State Department of Education, while highly 
concerned for the academic progress for Native Hawaiians, was actually initially opposed to 
Hawaiian immersion. Even today the educational mainstream in our state continues a tendency to 
follow practices and models that emanate from large national educational organizations based in 
the contiguous forty-eight states. This is why our legislators, grounded in the distinctiveness of 
our state and its communities, have been the ones providing leadership in opening up this 
Hawaiian immersion pathway. The legislature did not support Hawaiian immersion without us 
providing evidence that other countries had successfully implemented what we were advocating, 
but they did open up opportunities that would not have existed for us if the legislature had 
listened primarily to those from the educational mainstream who opposed Hawaiian immersion 
initiatives based on there being no such model within standard national educational practice in 
the contiguous forty-eight states. 
 
In providing a legal pathway for Hawaiian immersion, our state legislature has greatly benefited 
Native Hawaiian communities and the state as a whole. I am very grateful for their 
groundbreaking support and the outcomes for my own family as well as for the larger population 



 4 

of our state. I see many parallels in what the Alaska State Legislature is doing with House Bill 
24. I commend your work in supporting Alaska Native communities that are seeking to grow 
Alaska Native language immersion education. I wish you all the success in your endeavors and 
would be happy to help in any way where our experiences here and some of the research of our 
College might be useful. 
 
 
 
Dr. William H. Wilson 
Ka Haka ʻUla O Keʻelikōlani College of Hawaiian Language 
University of Hawaiʻi at Hilo 
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