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Can ‘Āina-based educational programs 
improve a person’s health and well-being? 
by Wendy Kekahio 
Strategy Consultant  
Kamehameha Schools Strategy and Innovation Group 

Research Matters

He ali‘i ka ‘āina, he kauā ke kanaka. 
The land is a chief, man is its servant.

The health and well-being of Native 
Hawaiians are critical factors in 
reaching our goal of a thriving lähui. 

Health disparities, however, continue 
to persist within the Native Hawaiian 
population. By expanding our understand-
ing of the connection between the health of 
our land and the health of our people, we 
can further the work being done to reduce 
health inequities and increase well-being 
for the lähui.

In research terms, this can mean 
studying the effect of participating in a 
community-initiated, place-based educa-
tional program on a young person’s health. 

Can being connected to the ‘äina 
through such a program decrease health 
risk factors such as obesity and related 
diseases? And how do friends and family 
impact one another’s health behaviors – 
and the likelihood of disease or illness?

These are the questions that University 
of Hawai‘i researchers Dr. Ruben Juarez 
and Dr. Alika Maunakea are seeking to 
answer in a first-of-a-kind study, Mauli Ola. 

The place-based program at the center 
of the study is Ma‘o Farms and study 
participants are youth in Wai‘anae partici-
pating in Ma‘o’s Youth Leadership Training 
program, farmers, staff, and their social 
networks. 

Ma‘o’s Youth Leadership Training is 
a two-year program that connects youth to 
their community while they earn a college 
degree, an educational stipend, and contrib-
ute to the creation of a local food system. 

With year one of the study com-
pleted through support from the HMSA 
Foundation, researchers have found that 
Ma‘o interns’ biomarkers of diabetes risk 
significantly declined from pre-program 
participation to after. Researchers suspect 
that these changes may relate to the gut 
microbiome, which is altered by environ-
ment and lifestyle. 

Although preliminary, results like this 
may be able to show a program’s impact 
on an individual’s health, contributing 
to increased individual well-being and a 
societal benefit through the reduction of 
health care costs.

Maunakea, of the John A. Burns 
School of Medicine Department of Native 
Hawaiian Health, talks about the connec-
tion between ‘äina and ola (life) as a concept 
rooted in Hawaiian knowledge. “Our 
küpuna have long taught us the concepts 
of mälama ‘äina, where our environment in 
turn directly affects the health of us all. We 
are grateful to continue learning from their 
‘ike.”

The interaction between health 
outcomes, lifestyle behaviors, and social 
networks (for example, friends and family), 
is also of interest. While previous research 
suggests the link between these factors, the 

interaction of social networks and health 
factors within Native Hawaiian communi-
ties has never been examined.

This study is on-going and contrib-
uting to how we understand, design, and 
implement programs, which although not 
necessarily designed to directly impact 
health outcomes, can be linked to reducing 
health disparities and restoring equity.

 The second year of this study is 
supported in part by Kamehameha Schools 
in order to promote community-driven 
research on topics related to Native 
Hawaiian well-being.

For more information, and if you  
are interested in participating in  
this study, please visit  
www.mauliola.net.

Kamehameha Schools forms partnership 
with Microsoft

New mobile outreach center brings KS services 
to rural Kaua‘i communities

In September 2018, Kamehameha 
Schools rolled out a new Mobile 
Outreach Center on Kaua‘i to help more 

‘ohana apply for educational programs, 
financial aid opportunities and complete 
the Native Hawaiian ancestry verification.

KS invested nearly $40,000 in the 
mobile unit. 

“While we are a small island, the 
distance to our office in Lïhu‘e is a barrier 
for some families,” said Coty “Buffy” Ofisa 
KSK’91, KS regional director for Kaua‘i 
and Ni‘ihau. “This mobile unit gives us an 
opportunity to meet the ‘ohana we serve in 
their communities and bring resources to 
them for one-on-one assistance.”

In September of 2017, KS broadened 
its reach throughout the Kaua‘i and Ni‘ihau 
communities by opening a Community 
Hale in Lïhu‘e. 

Located at 3201 Akahi Street (next to 
Tip Top Restaurant), the Community Hale 
includes offices for KS’ four-person regional 
team, as well as ‘ohana engagement team 
members and counselors – two of whom 
are dedicated to the nationally acclaimed 

Kamehameha Scholars program and one 
focused on post-high school efforts.

“The most important thing about 
the work we do on Kaua‘i is connecting 
with our hardest-to-reach families – going 
mobile and being purposeful about honor-
ing and knowing that some of our families 

KS Regional Director for Kaua‘i and Ni‘ihau Buffy Ofisa and Support Services Manager Caroline Victorino 
recently took their team’s new Mobile Outreach Center out for a spin visiting ‘Ele‘ele Elementary School 
and Hāloalaunuiākea Early Learning Center. 

News Briefs 

K amehameha Schools has 
entered into a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) with 

technology partner Microsoft. By strategi-
cally applying technology within the school 
environment, students are provided with 
more opportunities to succeed.

The goal of the partnership is to better 
prepare students for the highly competitive 
work environment by introducing person-
alized and relevant learning experiences. 
By incorporating next-generation teaching 
models and efficient, effective technol-
ogy infrastructures from Microsoft, KS 
haumäna are empowered to uplift their 
communities.

“Establishing this partnership creates 
potential career pathways in the computer 
science and technology fields,” said KS 

Executive Vice President of Administration 
Darrel Hoke. “We teach students how to 
use the foundational elements, but they 
take this approach to learning to the next 
level by incorporating critical thinking, 
strategy and innovation, such as approach-
ing issues through game theory. They learn 
in real time by searching online for answers 
and collaborating with their peers – it’s 
these efforts that will contribute to making 
the world a better place.”

One aspect of the Microsoft MOU 
already in place involves the integration 
of the popular game Minecraft. Seventh-
grade haumäna at KS Kapälama Middle 
School are using the game to identify issues 
affecting the Native Hawaiian community, 
while also experimenting with structural 
and socio-economic alterations that can 

improve communities.
The MOU also includes access to the 

Microsoft Imagine Academy Program, 
which helps students achieve industry-rec-
ognized skills and certifications on the 
latest technologies. The academy provides 
resources that benefit students, faculty 
and staff, and aims to bolster the skills of 
college- and career-bound students so that 
they can become better communicators, 
critical thinkers, innovators and problem 
solvers.

The partnership will also help 
Microsoft incorporate ‘ölelo Hawai‘i 
(Hawaiian language) through its Artificial 
Intelligence program, which will create a 
more seamless integration of the Native 
Hawaiian language across multiple digital 
platforms.

won’t be able to come to Lïhu‘e and find 
us,” Ofisa said. “Going to them and making 
them a part of our family not only helps 
those people at that time, but it will help 
every generation after that.”


