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Holding Up 
the Mirror
The Road to Smart Change 
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by  
Lavonne  
Leong

M IDDLE SCHOOL PRINCIPAL Dr. Dwayne Priester 
sometimes picks up his laptop and comes to work in 
Wood Hall. He has a favorite spot to sit, he tells me, 

pointing to the floor at the base of a pillar: “right there.” 
When Dr. Priester works in Wood Hall, he doesn’t stand out; on 

any given day, many of the students are also sitting on the floor. 
The teachers can be hard to spot, too, circulating among the stu-
dents, who are working on projects in small groups. The whole 
scene looks less like a traditional school and more like one of those 
21st century workspaces you see in the pages of design magazines, 
but with more kids, more backpacks, and more laughter. Many of 
the students are talking—but “look, they’re all totally absorbed,” 
says Dr. Priester. “They’re talking, but they’re talking about the 
thing they’re working on.” 

Even ten years ago, the scene that plays out every day in the 
sixth grade building, opened in the Fall of 2015, would have been 
hard to imagine. At Mid-Pacific the look and feel of Wood Hall—
along with many of the changes you see at Mid-Pacific—were 
made possible thanks in large part to the school’s two-year ac-
creditation process, which concluded last year. 

It’s not an intuitive connection. Private school accreditation, 
when it is thought of at all, sounds like a stamp of basic approval: 
every few years, the school produces various reports, and an out-
side committee either re-accredits the school or not, for a number 
of years that correlates to how well the school is doing (the max-
imum is seven years). However, says elementary school teacher 
Tiffany Byrne, who co-chaired the most recent Hawaii Associa-
tion of Independent Schools/Western Association of Schools and 
Colleges (HAIS/WASC) accreditation process, which concluded 
in 2015, “the whole idea behind accreditation is actually school 
improvement.” Schools are meant to use the process as an engine 
for positive change.

“We were ready for that,” says Mid-Pacific President Dr. Paul 
Turnbull. “[The accreditation process] came at the right time.” 

Mid-Pacific was among the first Hawaii schools to pilot a 
completely revamped, much more comprehensive, accreditation 
process. “There was a lot of reporting in the past: ‘Here’s what 
we do,’” says Byrne, who co-chaired the WASC accreditation. 
“The new process really asks you to reflect and analyze, to pro-
vide evidence and analyze that evidence. It is much more of a 
cohesive reflection.”

Dr. Priester explains the change in accreditation protocols as a 
natural outgrowth of a national educational conversation that has 
“shifted dramatically” in recent years: “Our students were coming 
to us with needs that were different from ours, and we had enough 
people who were thinking into the future and paying attention to 
that. And we said, ‘We can’t stay where we are.’”

The message from the new, more rigorous process, developed 
by the Hawaii Association for Independent Schools, was clear: 
in a world where the pace of change is accelerating, business as 

usual is no longer enough for schools. “In the past, you could just 
report,” says Byrne, “but now it’s much more of the school looking 
at itself and how it can improve.” 

It was a change the school embraced wholeheartedly. Patrick 
Jones, a Mid-Pacific parent-of-three who served on the “Climate 
and Community” committee, says: “It struck me that the search 
wasn’t for what they were doing well. It was, ‘Fine, let’s recognize 
what we’re doing well, but more importantly, what are we not do-
ing? How can we be better?’”

The Process
Whereas previous accreditation reports had allowed each de-

partment to operate in isolation (“the English department would 
write their section, and the elementary school would write their 
section,” says Byrne), for the new process, sixteen communi-
ty-wide committees were convened, making every effort to in-
clude members of each of the school’s stakeholder communities: 
parents, faculty from each school level, alumni, administrators, 
and board members.

Committee makeup was crucial, with each group led by 
non-subject-matter experts who were empowered to ask anyone 
in the school for information relevant to their topic. “It produced 
questioning that was investigative,” says Dr. Turnbull. 

And when appropriate, the entire school community was invit-
ed to give their opinion. The goal, says Byrne, was to produce “a 
really true, really honest representation of what our whole com-
munity feels like we’re doing well and what our whole community 
really wants us to work on.”

The 262-page self study that was finally produced was a 
complex undertaking that took 18 months to compile and in-
volved the efforts of more than 100 committee members, and 
the input of many hundreds of members of the larger Mid- 
Pacific community. 

But when Byrne explained what she was working on to her 
third and fourth grade class, she used a metaphor they could un-
derstand immediately. “I always likened it to our portfolio process 
with the students,” she says, referring to the semesterly meetings 
between parents, teachers, and students in which students review 
and present their semester’s work. “You talk about the things 
you’re doing really well, and the things you want to get better at. 
And then this visiting team comes—like your teachers and your 
parents—and they look at all your evidence and they say, ‘Yup, 
you’re right, we see these things too. You are really, really good at 
this, and yes we agree you probably need to work on this. Or, ‘Hey, 
did you think about this thing you could work on?’ And then you 
get your plan of action.”

WASC Self Study
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Often, the process of stepping back and asking deep questions 
led to decisions and changes even before the report was finished, 
says Byrne. “We identified these things that we needed to work 
on and do, and by the time we turned in the report we’d already 
done a lot of those.” Among them was the open and flexible, stu-
dent-centered atmosphere of Wood Hall. (For others, see the fol-
lowing article, “Concrete Changes.)

Towards One School
One of the most profound results of the lengthy, school-wide ac-

creditation process was that it both confirmed and turbocharged 
Mid-Pacific’s “one school” commitment. 

The cross-disciplinary nature of the inquiry led, says Dr. Turn-
bull, to all participants having “a better understanding of the life 
of a school,” from the way fundraising can directly impact teach-
ing and learning, to a more comprehensive picture of how and 
why decisions are made. “It cut across all the departments on pur-
pose,” says Dr. Turnbull. “Now we have many faculty and staff that 
know more about what the other is doing. And [the process] asked 
open-ended questions that forced you to really talk to each other.” 

“That’s what the WASC process has done,” says Elementary 
School principal Dr. Edna Hussey. “We need not to work in silos—
which is so easy to do—but to see the interrelationships of our 
work together as a school.”

Jones, the Mid-Pacific parent, who is also a partner with local 
law firm Marr, Jones and Wang, agrees. “At the time, I only had 
elementary-aged children, so I found it extremely eye-opening to 
encounter all these other people in other parts of the school,” he 
says. “It greatly expanded my understanding of the school—and it 
convinced me that this school is filled with extremely talented and 
dedicated people. Whether you are in elementary, middle, or high 
school—they are there.”

Forward Motion
President Turnbull sees the WASC/HAIS accreditation pro-

cess as part of an extensive and ongoing period of reflection and 
change that began well before his arrival on the scene. “In a way, 
the school had been preparing for it ahead of time,” says Dr. Turn-
bull. “My predecessor Joe Rice retired in June 2013, and when you 
go through a transition like that, you’re doing a lot of that intro-
spective looking anyway, calling out the great parts, but tighten-
ing up the parts that need to be looked at. And then in my first 
year, it was part of my job to make sure I knew as much about the 
school as possible.” The master plan, which addressed plans for 

the school’s facilities, occurred in parallel with the WASC process, 
a snapshot of the school’s current direction and momentum. 

”Now we have three major bodies of data that tells us how we 
are doing on a variety of different levels,” says Dr. Turnbull, who 
cautions that since self-reflection done right is an inherently 
time-consuming process, it comes with the responsibility to plan 
and implement: “Whenever you undertake a big study like that, it 
has to serve a purpose. It can’t go on a shelf and collect dust.” 

The logical next step was to build a strategic plan. “The last one 
was seven years ago,” says Dr. Hussey, who is a member of the cur-
rent strategic planning committee. The committee includes facul-
ty representatives from the elementary, middle and high schools, 
administrators, board members, parents and even middle- and 
high-school students. 

Byrne, who also sits on the strategic planning committee, adds 
that the WASC process made it easy to start talking strategy: “We 
have all that information already. All the data, all the feedback 
from everybody. We could just go from there.” 

“For Mid Pacific, the most important thing that this whole pro-
cess provided was the ability for us to truly hold up the mirror and 
ask ourselves: ‘Are we doing what we say we’re doing, and what 
we think we should be doing?’” says Dr. Turnbull. “You don’t want 
to survive, or just occupy a space; you want to thrive and flourish 
in a space. The world just doesn’t stay the same anymore.”

The Results Are In

So, how’d we do? When asked this question about 

the accreditation process, Mid-Pacific President Paul 

Turnbull grins: “We got a fantastic report.” The 47-page 

WASC visiting committee report celebrated a school 

with “compelling forward motion,” and Mid-Pacific was re-

accredited for seven years, with a midterm visit—the best 

possible outcome for the process. 

“The beautiful part about this whole process is that at 

this level, it’s not about whether or not you are compe-

tent,” says Dr. Turnbull. “At this level, it’s about how we 

can upgrade what we’re doing, within a level of excellence. 

I see that as invaluable.”
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New Courses: Digital Storytelling 
and Design Thinking

“You want to see the Design Thinking class.” That’s Dr. Priester’s 
immediate response when I ask where I can see the fruit of the 
WASC accreditation process at work. Design Thinking, which 
refers to the iterative methodology used by innovators to solve 
new and complex problems, is a new middle school course that 
encourages hard-to-teach values like grit, resilience, and using 
feedback constructively. It’s only in its second year, but already 
demand has been high enough to add an Advanced Design Think-
ing course for Grade 8.

Schools have always tried to prepare students for the world 
they will encounter, but what happens when the pace of change 
is so fast that no one knows what the career options will be even a 
decade from now? Mid-Pacific’s answer has been to provide stu-
dents with thinking tools infused with academic content that they 
can take anywhere.  

The thinking and momentum generated by the accreditation 
process has led to traditional courses like Language Arts and the 
medium-dependent News Broadcasting giving way to courses like 
Design Thinking and Digital Storytelling, a new course that fuses 
a serious writing and critical thinking component with an array of 
digital platforms students can use to communicate most effective-
ly. “When you introduce a student to a tool, it’s nothing more than 
a tool,” says Dr. Priester. “But it’s what the student decides to do 
with it that’s important. [Mid-Pacific CIO] Brian Dote describes it 
this way: it’s the difference between a chef and a sous-chef. With 
a sous-chef, you say, here’s the recipe, do it this way. With a chef, 
you say, here’s the kitchen, you create. I want chefs. I want them 
to tell their own story.”

Back in the Design Thinking class, where I’ve dropped in unan-
nounced, teacher Leilani Sills invites me to speak to any student. 
I approach eighth grader Kaitlyn Au and ask her what she’s up to. 
Kaitlyn explains the digital game she’s creating, and along with it, 
the design thinking process: she’s gathered information from her 
game’s potential users, fused it with her ideas, and gone through 
several versions already, collecting user feedback as she goes. 
Why do so many versions? Kaitlyn answers like an eighth-grade 
pro: “So you can make it better. If people don’t like the first one, 
you figure out ways to make it how they like it.” 

“Is this version better than the first one?” I ask, pointing to the 
screen. Kaitlyn smiles. “I like to think so.”

More Professional Development  
At any school, faculty learning is crucial to positive change. Ever 
wonder what the new half-instructional days sprinkled through-
out the school year have been for? Those are the days when 
things move forward, says Dr. Hussey. Part of Mid-Pacific’s “one 

school” momentum—which Dr. Turnbull describes as “interdisci-
plinary, multi-age, interdepartmental”—has been about teachers 
in the same discipline meeting across every grade level to make 
sure that the curriculum flows from one grade to the next and 
that teaching philosophies are aligned. 

For example, says Grade 3/4 teacher Tiffany Byrne, “I’m on 
the science committee, so I meet with all the science teachers in 
the school. We’re trying to align our curriculum, assessment, and 
teaching from Preschool through high school.” Byrne says it’s “a 
pretty significant thing, and it’s unique to our school. I don’t know 
of any other K-12 schools that are doing this, on this scale. It’s a 
pretty big deal.”

So far, working with renowned educational consultants Anne 
Davies and Sandra Herbst of Canada-based Connect 2 Learning, 
the meetings have centered around assessment, a topic that reach-
es deep into every facet of teaching and student experience. 

It’s a challenge, but Middle School principal Dr. Priester 
says these meetings strengthen the kind of robust continuity 
and cross-school communication that allows teachers to build 
a community of adult support around each student: “The more 
you talk about it, and the more you get educators all at the table, 
the more the complexities fade away." 

Interdisciplinary Learning  
The middle school schedule is getting an overhaul, says Dr. 
Priester, standing eraser in hand in front of the white board in his 
office. It’s covered in a schedule grid, and he’s erasing some of the 
lines. “Now, all the grade levels work and plan instruction togeth-
er. [For example,] for the first time, we’re taking socials studies  
and language arts and connecting them together with blocks of 
time.” The rags-to-riches novel The Great Gatsby, which nor-
mally appears in literature courses, could also be used to pique 
discussion about American history in the 1920s, says Dr. Priester. 
“These subjects used to exist in silos. We’re tearing down those 
silos,” he says, so that learning can be continuous, and engaged 
across traditional lines. 

The End Goal  
Every good school keeps in mind the kind of person it wants to 
send out into the world after graduation. With the help of the 
WASC process, Mid-Pacific is currently revising its Extended 
School Learning Results, or ESLRs, to help prepare students for 
the changing world they will find when they leave Mid-Pacific. 
The old ESLRs, about cooperating, working hard, and being 
healthy, could have been written any time in the last fifty years. 
The new Student Learner Profile hasn’t been released yet, but 
watch for an update, coming soon.

Concrete 
Changes 

Four Changes That Came Out of the WASC Process

by  
Lavonne  
Leong
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C OLLABORATIVE LEARNING, CRITICAL THINKING, 
inter-disciplinary learning; the world today is changing 
right in front of our eyes.  The way we educate young peo-

ple today is critical in their social and psychological development.  
Mid-Pacific is geared towards meeting today’s generation’s needs 
as it continues to make significant strides in promoting these traits 
and in focusing on the 21st century.  1965 Mid-Pacific graduate, 
Ron Yara is helping the school reach new levels of modern learn-
ing and truly believes in the direction the school is headed.  Ron’s 
accomplishments and decorated career in the electronics industry 
is a result of a solid upbringing, a terrific work ethic and strong 
morals, values and beliefs. 

Born and raised on the island of Lanai, Ron grew up in a tight 
knit pineapple plantation community.  Outdoor life, whether it be 

in the ocean or the forest was a big thing and Ron describes his 
childhood on Lanai as “a great time and place to grow up”.  While 
at Lanai Elementary School and Lanai High School as a 9th grader, 
Ron’s parents Miriam and Choyu instilled great values into their 
three sons including Ron’s brothers, Edward and Charlie.  “My 
dad would always preach to me at a very young age, in the work-
ing world, if you are getting paid, you have a responsibility to earn 
what you get, it is not your employer’s responsibility.  He taught me 
the notion of working hard and to not embarrass the family name, 
which is very important.”  Ron would go on to say, “as for my mom, 
her thing was to always take pride in what you do, if you are go-
ing to do something, do it well, that’s your responsibility.”  These 
values and beliefs would stick with Ron throughout life and were 
really the foundation of the person he has become today.

In the fall of 1962, Ron moved away from home for the first time 
as he began his educational career at Mid-Pacific as a very im-
pressionable, wide-eyed 10th grader.  The school was a dormitory 
school at the time and coming to Honolulu to live in a dorm sound-
ed like a great adventure to him.  Some of his high school buddies 
still reminisce about an experience Ron had with a pay phone at 
the boy’s dorm.  Coming from Lanai City which only had a total 
of three pay phones at the time, Ron one day was disturbed that a 
particular pay phone would not give him back 15 cents in change.  
This pay phone was apparently too high tech for a kid from Lanai.  
Ironically Ron went on to play a significant role in the electronics 
industry for over 40 years!

Ron really became fond of math and physics while at Mid-Pa-
cific.  It was then when he realized that he wanted to explore a 
career in electrical engineering.  Barbara Ching, who at the time 
was Mid-Pacific’s senior class advisor and academic counselor had 
a tremendous influence on Ron.  “She really helped guide me and 
keep me on the right path; when she asked me what I wanted to 
do my senior year, I said a career in electrical engineering and she 
immediately suggested Purdue as a college I should go to.  That is 
one of the reasons why I chose that school along with the fact that 
they were known to be strong in that field.”  One of the most benefi-
cial experiences for Ron at Mid-Pacific was having the opportunity 
to be the senior class president.  “I really got an appreciation with 
working with others and getting things done as a group.  There was 
a lot of project-based learning while being in office which I really 
enjoyed and I feel this helped me tremendously in life and in the 
working world.”  Ironically, this way of learning is the direction 
the school is headed today.  Ron would go on to say, “Collabora-
tive learning; learning how to work with others; to solve problems 
through critical thinking; in my opinion is so much more valuable 
in life today as opposed to sitting through a lecture and memoriz-
ing notes to pass a test.”

After graduating from Mid-Pacific in 1965, Ron went on to enroll 
at Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana as an electrical en-
gineering major.  He says the transition of being so far away from 
home was not that hard mainly because of the dorm life he expe-
rienced at Mid-Pacific.  “I was really on my own for three years 
already since 10th grade so the transition wasn’t too bad” says Ron.  
The most valuable lessons he experienced in college was being in 
a fraternity and learning how to work through tough problems as 
a group.  “I really learned how to work as a team in that fraternity, 
being in office at Mid-Pacific groomed me and prepared me for this 
and they were very important lessons” says Ron.  “I formed life – 
long friendships and relationships there as well as from Mid-Pacif-
ic and my schools on Lanai.  Those experiences had so much more 
meaning to me than any lecture or test I would take.”

After graduating from Purdue in 1969, Ron would go on to get 
his master’s degree at the University of Santa Clara in 1973 before 
beginning his illustrious career in the electronics field.  He would 
go on to work for notable companies such as McDonnell Douglas, 
Data Pathing, Raytheon and Intel Corporation.  While working in 
the electrical engineering field for the first several years after col-
lege, it was at Intel Corporation where Ron would make the tran-
sition to the marketing field.  Intel is a multinational technology 
company headquartered in Santa Clara and is one of the largest 

and highest valued semiconductor companies in the world.  They 
offered Ron a product marketing position after they came away 
impressed with Ron’s application notes on how to use the prod-
uct that SMS (Short Message Service) had developed to support 
a microprocessor that Intel had just produced.  Ron would go on 
to spend ten years with this prestigious company.  “Intel was an 
amazing place to learn marketing. This was a time when they were 
just beginning to develop a market for microprocessors, before 
they became personal computers” says Ron.  

After his career at Intel, Ron would go on to explore a career as 
a venture capitalist.  He was heavily involved in three startups for 
different companies, including S3 Incorporated, which remains as a 
leading provider of system engineering today.  He would also get in-
volved in funding and supporting businesses in low income commu-
nities in the Bay Area by sitting on the board for a non-profit organi-
zation helping create jobs and economic opportunity for these small 
businesses.  Ron would mentor a lot of these disadvantaged start up 
owners with business plans on his own personal time.  “There is a 
large community of entrepreneurs in the Bay Area that benefit from 
this network and I am happy to help in any way I can” says Ron.  

Today, Ron and Maggie, his wife Maggie of 32 years, live in the 
quiet confines of Carmel in Northern California where they are en-
joying retired life.  It was not until just two years ago when Ron 
would really begin to become involved with the Mid-Pacific fam-
ily again.  “I just happened to be in Honolulu in the fall of 2014 
when Paul Turnbull (President of Mid-Pacific Institute) took me 
on a tour of the campus and I came away very impressed.  I was 
amazed how far the school has come with all the advanced tech-
nological facilities and the opportunities the school had to offer for 
young students today” says Ron. Ron and Maggie continue to help 
fund and monitor the Immersive Technology program (sidebar) 
as it slowly comes to fruition.  “I always felt it was important for 
Mid-Pacific to promote themselves and continue to make connec-
tions to help broaden its horizons” says Ron.

 Having made that connection with the school these last two years, 
Ron has spent time reading about and getting a better understanding 
of the issues regarding Kindergarten through 12th grade education.  

Along with Ron’s generosity and commitment to helping the 
Immersive Technology program, he has become a member of the 
school’s strategic planning committee. He also won the Waahila 
Award last year.  This award recognizes alums that have done well in 
their respective fields.  Ron would also like to actively pursue help-
ing Lanai High School and Elementary School in any way he can.  

“I really feel Mid-Pacific is headed in the right direction, I share 
their vision and am of the same opinion that the learning process 
students go through significantly enhances when they are active-
ly engaged.”  Ron would go on to say, “Lectures are not actively 
engaging.  Participating in group projects, project-based learning, 
working with others to solve problems through critical thinking; 
this is engaging because it’s fun and that’s where learning occurs.  
Mid-Pacific has been and continues to work towards this new 
way of learning.”  Ron really takes to heart a quote he heard in a 
Mid-Pacific documentary – “the traditional lecture based teaching 
succeeded in beating the curiosity out of students.”  Mid-Pacific’s 
Ron Yara is living proof that the school’s vision for the future can 
lead to success in the working world and in life.
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RON YARA-'65
2IST CENTURY 
LEARNER AND 
ENTREPRENEUR
BY SHAYNE FUJII '89

MID-PACIFIC  
RECEIVES $200,000 
GIFT FOR IMMERSIVE 
TECHNOLOGY

This spring, Mid-Pacific Institute received a 
cornerstone $200,000 gift to launch the school’s 
cutting-edge Immersive Technology Initiative 
from alumnus Ron Yara ’65 and his wife Margaret 
(Maggie) Eaton from Carmel, California. 

The Immersive Technologies Initiative is part 
of a $1 million fundraising effort over five years 
to provide a 3-D animation and game design 
studio expansion and to enhance a robust 
virtual reality curriculum.  

Yara, a long-time innovator in semi-conduc-
tor related technologies and investments, and 
Maggie, an attorney and former general counsel 
at the Stanford University Medical Center, see 
immersive technologies like virtual reality as 
integral to teaching and learning at Mid-Pacific.  

“We are proud to support Mid-Pacific in 
this effort to expose the latest and best tech-
nologies for Mid-Pacific students and their 
teachers.  As Mid-Pacific is a leader in the 
application of technologies in their curriculum 
in Hawaii and nationwide, we are excited to in-
vest in this program,” said Ron Yara.  “We are 
very interested in the integration of science, 
environment, and the arts,” added Maggie.  

If you are interested in supporting this 
initiative, please contact Gary Cordova, Vice 
President for Institutional Advancement at 
gcordova@midpac.edu or (808) 973-5016.


