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E LEMENTARY SCHOOL COUNSELOR and Character 
Education teacher, Shirley Rivera, never in her wildest 
dreams thought that she would meet two of the most in-

fluential leaders of our time. But what started as a simple letter 
written on behalf of her first grade students for a lesson on he-
roes and leaders proved to be a journey of a lifetime that would 
take her across the world. Ironically, in her quest to seek out 
heroes for her lesson, she found a hero in herself. Her impact 
at Mid-Pacific today through her peer mediation and character 
education programs is far reaching as she helps many students 
struggling with conflict find peace.

Rivera got her degree in education at the University of Ha-
waii at Manoa, landing her first teaching job at Epiphany School 
right out of college. While there, she taught Pre Kindergarten 
and first grade for 20 years. After hearing there was an opening 
to teach the school’s Character Education course, she signed 
up and spent time thereafter teaching multiple grades before 
Epiphany joined with Mid-Pacific 12 years ago. 

Raised in Kalihi and Waipahu, Rivera says she grew up in a 
household where she felt she couldn’t use her voice, and draws 
on her experiences from that time to relate to others. She 
watched as her older sisters fell victim to domestic violence, 
and felt the need to stay quiet in order to survive. It is because of 
her childhood that she now wants to help others find the cour-
age to use their voice.

She was led to this epiphany through a series of events, start-
ing with her meeting with President Corazon Aquino. The meet-
ing might not have happened if she didn’t tell a friend about the 
lesson she was planning for her first graders. She remembers 
saying to him “If I’m going to teach them about leaders, I got to 
go meet some leaders!” She listed the leaders she admired most: 
Mother Teresa, Corazon Aquino, who was President of the Phil-
ippines at the time, and Nelson Mandela. “Why don’t you go and 
meet them?” her friend said.

“That’s ridiculous, they’re world leaders, they don’t have 
time for me. But my friend said, ‘Just ask. All they can do is say 
no,’” said Rivera.

So she did.
One morning as she’s getting to school, she sees her principal 

running out of the office with a paper in her hand.
“She says, ‘Shirley, Shirley! I got a fax, it’s from the President 

of the Philippines! They want you to come!’”
Before she knew it, Rivera is sitting across President Aquino, 

having lunch at the Palace while reporters documented their meet-
ing. To her surprise, Rivera would find herself on the front page of 
all the papers in the Philippines days later, with headlines reading, 
“President Corazon Aquino meets her pen pal from Hawaii.”

What she took back for her students was the following mes-
sage from the President: “Even if there’s evil happening, know 

that goodness will prevail.” Rivera’s meeting with President 
Aquino was during a tumultuous time in the Philippines. Aqui-
no had just been elected as the country’s new leader after Ferdi-
nand Marcos’ 20-year authoritarian regime. She was facing the 
coup and coping with the assassination of her husband.  Yet in 
the midst of the turmoil, she found strength in her desire to help 
her people.

After returning home, her friend says, “Well what about the 
next one, Mother Teresa?”

“I go, you’re kidding, she’s in India!” says Rivera. But she 
quickly realized that she wasn’t following her own advice to her 
students. “That’s the same thing I was trying to get my students 
to learn, just try something. If they have a goal, if you don’t go 
after it, you’ll never know if you never try.”

“The worst they can do is say no,” her friend said, urging her 
to find a way to reach Mother Teresa.

“Somehow the universe lets you know how to get a hold of 
answers, and I found a way to get a hold of her.”

As she prepared for India, Rivera remembers she started to 
get very nervous. The idea of traveling solo in India got scarier 
as her departure date approached.

People started telling her to just donate money instead. 
But Rivera had other reasons for wanting to see Mother Te-
resa and helping out at her orphanage. This was something 
she knew she had to do not only for her students, but for  
herself too.

Upon arriving in Calcutta, Rivera was ready to turn around 
and go straight home. “The smells just got to me, the sights got 
to me, the pollution got to me, and I was going to turn back be-
cause it was just that bad,” she recalls. But she persevered, even 
experiencing being robbed by her taxi driver.

After two weeks of volunteering her time at the Shishu Bha-
van orphanage helping abandoned children with severe illness-
es, she finally got her chance. Mother Teresa had just arrived, 
back from her trip to New Delhi.

She remembers waiting outside Mother Teresa’s door, hands 
and knees shaking. “And she comes out, no taller than I am,” says 
Rivera. “And then she gives me this question that changed my life 
forever: ‘What does God want you to do for him?’”

After a period of deep prayer and reflection, Rivera knew it 
was her mission to be a voice for those that cannot speak.

“Here were these women, doing great things, and I could 
do that too,” she says. Because of her childhood experience, 
she was inspired to start two programs. “I have this freedom 
to create, the administration (at Mid-Pacific) is so supportive.” 
Through the Peace Team and Peer Mediation programs, “I was 
able to teach children that you have a voice and this is how you 
use it. This is how you share your conflicts, your problems, this 
is what you can do.”
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A LL IT TOOK WAS A SIMPLE coordination exercise 
for middle school band teacher Jeremy Lawi, and the 
rest, as they say, was history. He laughs as he demon-

strates the tapping exercise he had to perform as a beginner mid-
dle school band student that earned him a spot as a drummer in 
his class. “You’d be surprised at how many people can’t do this,” he 
says as he moves the air with his hands, feet tapping along in per-
fect rhythmic unison. “If you could do this, then you got drums.”

As time went on, music became a steady pulse in Lawi’s life. 
After graduating from Iolani in 2007, he went on to study at 
the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, Canada. He 
immediately switched from the environmental design courses 
he enrolled in, choosing instead to pursue his passion for mu-
sic. “I thought I wanted to do architecture but then I was in 
jazz band and I decided I really love playing.”

Lawi never forgot the influence of his early mentors, all no-
table members and teachers of Hawaii’s music community. He 
decided to nurture future generations’ as his mentors did for 
him. After finishing his music studies at UBC, he returned home 
to get his degree in Education at the University of Hawaii at Ma-
noa as a way to keep music in his life.

“When I was studying music in high school, I knew (my 
teacher), Curtis Abe, was a performing musician and that kind 
of helped me,” remembers Lawi. He now performs with many 
famous local musicians he once looked up to, playing jazz en-
sembles with the group, ‘Dynasty’,on weekends. “I knew that if 
I wanted to be a teacher, I wanted to be a doer as well. I want 
to be that artist so at least the students know that you can have 
music in your life and make a career out of it you can do both.”

Knowing there wasn’t many job opportunities for music 
teachers in Hawaii, Lawi felt fortunate that he found the posi-
tion at Mid-Pacific right after graduating from UH.

“The spirit of collaboration is very strong here,” he says, high-
lighting the accolades of three of his music colleagues and add-
ing, “At other schools, music teachers are mostly by themselves. 
It can be kind of lonely. But here, there’s a community.”

Lawi makes a conscious effort to perpetuate this sense of 
community and collaboration in his lessons. Teaching middle 
schoolers in groups of 20 or more to perform in harmony on 
various instruments can prove to be quite a challenge.

“It’s not only getting them to understand their music, but getting 
them to understand all of the music at the same time,” he explains.

Lawi works with them on repetition, fingering, and other tra-
ditional methods of practice to perfect their skills. In addition, 
he tries to build cohesiveness amongst the group by encourag-
ing students to help each other. “If there’s a question about an 
instrument I ask them, ’Did you ask your partner?’”

According to Lawi, when students participate in each other’s 
education they’re empowered to take charge of their own learn-
ing, and in turn, gain more confidence in their skill.

“Especially nowadays, there’s so many more resources for 
them,” he says. “They all have Ipads, they can download apps, 
they can go to YouTube, they can listen to so much good mu-
sic online of pieces we’re playing in class.”

Although Lawi tries to incorporate technology in the 
least invasive way possible, the use of it in the classroom 
has proven itself to be invaluable. “It’s so easy to flip to a 
piece of music (on the Ipad) rather than a photocopy,” he 
says. The students also take all of their tests on their Ip-
ads. Beginning band students have a test every week, vid-
eo recording themselves performing exercises from their  
method books.

“It gives me a chance to hear everyone play, without wasting 
class time. Not too long ago, the teacher would have to take up 
to a week to hear everybody play.”

All the practice seems to pay off as students put on success-
ful performances numerous times throughout the school year. 
While most use performances to measure achievement, Lawi 
says the goal is to get his students to understand musical con-
cepts whether or not they perform. “Not everyone has the in-
nate ability to be a great performer and that’s okay, as long as 
they get the concepts and participate, help each other out and 
take the initiative to be a team,” he says. “Then that’s really re-
warding for me.”

The term ‘band’ isn’t really a musical term, Lawi most notably 
points out. He makes sure to remind his students that ‘band’ is 
really just a group of people.

“We’re a team, we can’t have weak links, and we all have to 
play. I can’t put you on the bench and I can’t hide you in the 
back,” he tells them. “You guys are all there so you all got to sup-
port your role.”

The result? Music. Beautiful, and in its purest form.
“What is music to me? I can write research papers on this,” 

Lawi says, laughing.
“It’s expression. Expression that you wouldn’t be able to say 

in words. You’re just telling stories. When you watch perfor-
mances you can really tell when they’re just communicating.”

It’s this interpretation that inspired the introduction of a 
new course for next year. “Studio music is for kids who want 
to be expressive and play music, but that don’t really fit into 
the band or orchestra mold,” explains Lawi. He hopes to reach 
many more students with this course, which will focus on 
smaller groups and provide individual attention to students 
attempting to express themselves creatively through music, 
whatever the platform.

“Not too many schools have a program like this, and that’s 
another great thing about this school. The administration will 
support it, they like new ideas. I think that’s really luxurious. 
Most schools across the nation can’t really say the same,” Lawi 
appreciatively notes.

JEREMY LAWI
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 “I ’M ALMOST FLUENT IN American now,” high school 
science teacher, Alison Ashford, half jokingly, half proudly 
says. Her lovely accent, a byproduct of her hometown of 

Oxford, England, echoes around the fully decorated but other-
wise, empty science lab. The classroom holds objects that seem 
much more foreign by comparison: exotic plants in glass boxes, 
a skeleton, and other unidentifiable objects line the festive walls 
and tables. To many, this may seem like any other ordinary high 
school lab. In actuality, it serves as the main headquarters for 
some of Mid-Pacific’s Juniors and Seniors as they investigate 
crime scenes while learning about the art of forensic science.

The forensic science course is an elective Ashford started at 
Mid-Pacific 4 years ago. She began teaching the course in addi-
tion to the Advance Placement (AP) Environmental Science and 
Biology classes she was teaching at the time.

“I’ve always been interested in forensics, and I’ve been inter-
ested in the science behind the law.” She credits this interest to 
her father, who started in the police force and went on to become 
a private detective. “He banned me from ever joining the force 
though. I think it’s the same with any father who’s trying to pro-
tect his daughter.” So Ashford chose a career as a civil service 
professional instead, working for the government as an interna-
tional liaison officer for the British research program in science.

“It was very high powered. I had millions of dollars at my fin-
gertips but honestly it didn’t engage me the way that teaching 
engages me,” she says.

As life would have it, Ashford found herself embarking on her 
path to becoming a teacher after suddenly losing a loved one in 
a tragic road accident. She just didn’t know it yet.

She took time off from her job to recover from the loss and 
saw the world during that entire year, traveling to places like 
Africa, Southeast Asia, Nepal, even living in a tent in Australia 
for six months.

“I was a professional backpacker just living out of this one 
tiny backpack for the whole year,” she recalls.

It was in her eleventh month of traveling that she ventured to 
Hawaii, meeting her husband on a blind date while visiting her 
brother in law and cementing Hawaii as her permanent home. 
Ashford gave birth to two sons soon after the couple married, 17 
months apart from each other.

“After I’d had the second baby, I decided well, I just need to 
go back and do something productive.”

Her sister -in- law was a Dean at Punahou and, seeing how 
good she was with kids, suggested she try substitute teaching. 
In her time subbing for a long term pregnancy leave and and 
other small subbing jobs, she quickly realized how much she 
enjoyed teaching. She promptly enrolled at the University of 
Phoenix shortly thereafter to secure her BA in Secondary Ed-

ucation. It was a hectic year. Ashford was working during the 
day,taking classes at night, all the while raising two babies.

“I got my Baccalaureate and I had just one interview. It was 
here at Mid-Pacific. And they said yes!” she says as she relives the 
culmination of events that led her to what she now calls “home”.

“It’s a homecoming feeling, like a settling. When you get a 
job that you know fits you so perfectly and challenges you in 
so many ways. My whole heart and soul and brain are invested

in my relationship with the kids. The wonderful thing about 
Mid-Pacific is that you know the kids that come here and their 
parents value education.”

Now, 17 years later, Ashford can often be found standing in 
the middle of multiple crime scenes simulated by her students. 
They learn how to use patterns to analyze blood spatters, foot-
print and fingerprints, and hair samples to solve murders, drug 
crimes, and any other workings of the students’ imaginations.

“They get so creative! They do know a lot because I think it’s 
all around them all the time, on the news and the shows they 
watch. They don’t need personal experience to know this stuff 
anymore,” says Ashford. “I can tell they really enjoy it (because) 
I’m standing in the middle of the room and everything is going 
on around me. There’s no one going ‘what should I do?’ Because 
they’re fully into it and role playing.”

One December a group decided to get into the holiday spirit 
and create a Christmas crime scene. Students mocked up body 
parts made out of pieces of cloth, putting them in gift wrapped 
parcels. The team, which is comprised of several different roles 
that include first responders, evidence collectors, and sketch art-
ists, figured out that they needed to solve the crime by putting 
the body parts back together to see how many bodies there were. 
After gathering all the evidence and organizing it in a “Case Bind-
er”, students presented it in a court scene to determine wheth-
er or not they had enough evidence to make a proper case. As it 
turned out, the case went to trial and Santa was found guilty.

Demonstrating that, really, forensics is an all encompassing 
subject that incorporates all fields of study.

“‘I’ve had kids on many occasions go, ‘Oh, that’s biology! I 
thought this was forensics!’ Or, ‘That’s physics, I thought this 
was forensics! That’s chemistry, I thought this was forensics!’” 
Ashford says. “And I say, are you seeing the pattern here? It 
shows the kids that science isn’t meant to be dealt with individ-
ually, it’s something that is a way to problem solve. It’s lovely to 
see them put that together.”

It’s these ‘Aha!’ Moments that Ashford lives for. “We have 
a very special mix of children here. More than the buildings, 
which are wonderful, more than my colleagues,who are won-
derful, it’s the kids that keep me coming back.”

ALISON ASHFORD
BY DENISE YUKI


