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A N AHUPUA’A IS A LIVING SYSTEM—FROM the 
mountains to the sea—considered to be a community 
and a cultural hub; home and sustainer to many families.

Students in Mid-Pacific’s Elementary School focused on 
the Ahupua’a as part of an inquiry into their living world. 
Inquiry is a cornerstone of the Mid-Pacific elementary ex-
perience; it is also one of the favorite academic activities of 
the students. After a topic is presented, the students formu-
late questions designed to seek both information and truth. 
This process places the students and teachers as partners in 
the classroom.

The context for inquiry within a classroom is to encourage 
the natural process of discovery and wonder, something that 
can be squeezed out of traditional classrooms, where students 
memorize facts. 

The elementary school typically schedules inquiry three days 
per week. 

“Inquiry is fun,” said Torry Montes, Multi-Age 3-4 teacher. 
“The students love it! They see it on the board in the morning 
and they say, ‘yay, we are doing inquiry today!’” 

Montes works with teachers Tiffany Byrne, Arlene Holzman 
and Lucy Masa.

THE BIG QUESTIONS THAT THE STUDENTS INVESTIGATED:
• How do humans interact with the environment?
• How did that change when other people came to Hawaii, post con-
tact, in 1778?
• How can we help?

One significant component of inquiry is outreach. This is the 
fourth year that the Elementary students have worked with 
Papahana Kuaola, a non-profit organization on O‘ahu. The or-
ganization’s mission is to create quality educational programs 
focused on environmental restoration and economic sustain-
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ability fully integrated with Hawaiian knowledge in order to 
exemplify a lifestyle respectful of kānaka, ‘āina, and ākua.  

The students examined the culture and the science of the envi-
ronment, and how we can all have a positive impact on our islands. 

“Last year we studied the wetlands and we looked at native 
birds, and most of them are endangered,” Montes said. “This year 
started looking at Ahupua’a pre-contact, now we are looking at 
the Ahupua’a post contact and the problems humans brought to 
these islands.”

Native forests are being overtaken by invasive plants and an-
imals; they are also looking at what is happening to the streams 
in regards to water quality. The students also conceptualize why 
fish can’t make it upstream to traditional feeding and spawning 
areas because of “channelization” and development. Looking at 
invasive species, the students learn that it is never OK to dump 
your aquarium fish into a native stream.

Everything kept looping back to water.
“We are actively involved right now picking a plant or animal to 

research to help them answer our big questions,” Byrne said. 
Students and teachers are also working with The Universi-

ty of Hawaii’s Center for Conservation Research and Training 
to do stream assessment on the Ala Wai Watershed (Manoa 
Stream) as part of their outreach and learning about native and 
invasive species. 

The process began when students asked where does our water 
come from? 

“Students offered several theories: god, pipes… none of them 
initially got at the idea of the water cycle and that there is a huge 
aquifer within the islands,” Montes said. “Because we realized 
the students didn’t have a sophisticated knowledge of water, we 
spent a great deal of time studying the water cycle.”

Byrne said that the students will be counting fish in a certain 
area of stream and then use the data to help identify solutions. 
Mid-Pacific is part of a network of schools in its Ahupua’a who 
are collecting this data throughout the Ala Wai Watershed. 

Questions, theories, and working with outside experts formed 
the core of the experience. On a field trip to Moanalua Valley 
the students focused on invasive plants and animals in the lo-

cal forest. A stunning realization: the group saw only two native 
species, the Hau tree and the Ohia. The students really do draw 
their own conclusions when confronted with how humans have 
altered their environment. 

“This all ends with sharing with our community and taking 
action,” Byrne said.

The students will write an article telling the story of their 
plant or animal, post 1778. They will take one of two positions, 
either “I’m a native and this is what happened to me (and how 
you can help),” or “I am an invasive species and these are the 
problems I have caused… and this is how you can help control 
me.”  Some students may create videos, some will do Keynote 
presentations, some may write a letter to the editor. 

Throughout the year-long adventure, students ask their ques-
tions, find answers, and re-examine the big ideas. “They zoom 
out and answer those bigger questions: such as, how do humans 
interact with their environment, and what can we do to help,” 
Byrne said. 

The idea is to get them to understand that this is happening 
in Hawaii, and if they take care of our little corner of the world, 
and other people in other areas take care of their little corner, 
then all of our little actions will have a much bigger ripple effect 
outward, according to Montes. 

“When we first started we were noted that students were not 
as invested in their local community and what was going on here 
culturally and environmentally,” Montes said. “I think by focus-
ing on the big questions and taking them out into the field, they 
are much more invested in taking care of it than they were in 
the past.”

“I think focusing on the plants and animals, that’s the thing 
they really get into,” Byrne said. “They are extremely passionate 
about helping the environment.”

“They are much more invested in Hawaii than they ever were 
in the past,” Montes said. “It is good to see that passion develop. 
Many of our kids are really city kids, so when they get out in the 
mud and the water, it’s good for them!

And good for the planet, as well.


