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T HIS YEAR MARKS MID-PACIFIC art teacher Gale 
Ikeda’s 40th year with the school. “I’m the second oldest 
teacher on campus,” Ikeda laughs.

She has seen and helped the school’s art program evolve to 
what it is today, where students can now get trained and cer-
tified in the Mid-Pacific School of the Arts. Mid-Pacific is the 
only school in Hawai‘i known to award graduates with an arts 
certificate that top arts schools in the nation recognize. 

The art program itself has changed tremendously over the 
years, “by leaps and bounds,” Ikeda emphasizes. She still remem-
bers her first group of students in 1977.  It was her first year at the 
school too. She had just been hired as the junior high school art 
teacher. “It was a very small class of seventh graders. 83 of them, 
and we knew every single one, just like today” she says.   

Born and raised on O‘ahu, Ikeda always knew she wanted to be 
a teacher. “When Mid-Pacific put out the ad for the art teacher 
position, I interviewed, got the position and thought, ‘Well, guess 
this was meant to be.’” It was her first time on campus although 
she had attended the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa next door.

“I did the graduate and undergraduate program at UH and I 
never knew Mid-Pacific,” she says. “So my first time stepping on 
the campus, I thought,  ‘Wow, the whole time it was just on the 
other side of the fence!’”

“Back then, it really was kind of a hidden treasure. Just a real-
ly nice, beautiful campus.”

For Ikeda, being able to combine her love for art and teaching 
seemed like a dream come true.

“I’ve always been a right-brain person,” she says. “I enjoy mu-
sic and everything in the arts. But being a professional artist, it’s 
rather difficult to get started to establish yourself.” 

Ikeda says a professor during her time at UH, said it best. “He 
talked about how he thought the most two com-
patible careers were being an artist and teacher 
because you can teach and do your own work. You 
wouldn’t have to be as they call a ‘starving artist’ 
because you have your teaching job.”

Throughout her 40 years teaching, Ikeda has 
seen the art program go from just offering basic 
traditional arts such as drawing, painting, print-
making and ceramics. “But it’s grown to the point 
where now it’s digital art, it’s digital media, it’s an-
imation,” she says.

It’s also become highly specialized, for students 
seriously wanting to study art. “Students would spe-
cialize in a specific art, whether it was dance, perfor-
mance, or something else,” says Ikeda. “That’s where 
the School of the Arts program really changed the 
whole art curriculum and emphasis on a pre-profes-
sional training. It was more intense.”

The art department decided to revamp its cur-
riculum to encourage students to think about their 
art not just as a technical skill, but to emphasize the 
conceptual part of art. With that, students are able 
to use it as a means of expression and develop their 
professional portfolios. “That’s what they would 
need to really matriculate into an art school or uni-
versity of their choice,” says Ikeda.

She has seen students accepted into world-renowned art 
schools such as Rhode Island School of Design, the Chicago 
Art Institute, Smith College, SUNY Purchase, and Juilliard. 
“When our students apply to these colleges, we’ve estab-
lished our School of the Arts so that these art schools know 
and recognize the quality of students we’re producing,” says 
Ikeda. Students at Mid-Pacific are also able to take an art 
history course, a class Ikeda created, in exchange for a his-
tory credit.

Art takes many shapes and forms, and Ikeda teaches them all. 
Although her background is rooted in the traditional arts, she 
also teaches digital art. “I’m an immigrant in technology. These 
kids that I’m teaching, they’re the natives, they grew up with it,” 
she says. “When I went to school, there weren’t any computers 
to do art. I’ve come early on to the conclusion that it’s okay for 
these kids to know a little more than I do. I tell them you can 
know more than me and that’s fine, and I’ll teach you what I 
know. When you teach, the better you get at it and the more 
you learn.”

Ikeda leaves it up to her students to make their own interpre-
tation of the world around them, whether through traditional 
or digital art. “I think everybody has their favorite medium that 
they like to work with.” 

She particularly enjoys seeing the world through their lenses.  
“You get them at that age where you really help them develop 
and find what their passions are, because they’re just exploring. 
They don’t know yet.”

Now, so many years later and nearing retirement, Ikeda looks 
forward to being able to focus on her own work. “I think I’ve 
been more a teacher than a practicing artist,” she says. “At the 
same time, teaching has really made me a better artist.”
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