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I. Introduction 

General Comments 

West Hawai’i Explorations Academy or WHEA opened in 1994 as a Hawai’i DOE school-within- a-
school (Konawaena High School) and continued in that arrangement until 2000.  It became Hawai`i’s first 
public chartered high school in May 2000.  In August 2000, WHEA opened becoming the first “start-up” 
charter school in Hawai’i , then in the fall of 2004, with BOE approval, WHEA’s Middle School program 
was added. 

WHEA is located in the Natural Energy Lab of Hawaii Authority (NELHA) Park, commonly called 
OTEC. The school is one of 48 tenants in the NELHA Park, most being small to medium sized aquaculture, 
water desalination and alternative energy focused companies. The benefits to being a NELHA tenant 
include access to resources the host park provides such as ample sunshine, fresh water, and both 
surface and cold deep sea ocean water.   In 2014-15, WHEA’s partner foundation, The Exploration 
Foundation, built a new campus which is located at the top of the NELAH host park.  This new campus 
sits on approximately 4 acres and includes areas that can be developed based on the future aspirations 
of the school.  Its physical plant currently includes teaching spaces, computer labs, a dedicated STEM 
Lab, an administration building, parking, bathrooms, a play court and an amphitheatre. 

  The school’s Vision and Mission focus on the cultivation of capable critical thinkers who can 
solve real problems. WHEA has been an incubator Project Based Learning (PBL) laboratory school 
dedicated to developing innovative, hands-on educational methods since its inception in 1994. The 
students acquire a deep understanding of meaningful content through conceptualizing, designing, 
building, and producing worthwhile projects.  Through the process of designing and developing projects 
the students not only become critical thinkers and problem solvers, they also achieve many of the 
required “life skills” necessary to be successful adults which include goal- setting, time management, 
communication skills, being an  independent thinker as well as a team player.  Many WHEA projects use 
NELHA as a unique learning environment, however, the school’s larger goal is to focus on the 
community and the world’s environmental challenges such as global warming, coral reef destruction and 
the future of robots. 

WHEA currently services 271 secondary students, 111 middle school students and 160 high 
schoolers. The majority of WHEAs students come from the school communities adjacent to its location, 
however, there is a small population of students who daily travel up to an hour to get to school.  With 
experiencing an enrollment of 282 students in SY 2015-16, the staff and leadership decided that a 
population of between 265-270 students would be more manageable when dealing with their unique 
curriculum.  

  WHEA’s student demographics generally reflect the ethnic makeup of the West Hawai`i 
population with a slightly higher percent of white students (57%) than the area (52%).  Its gender ratio 
has increased slightly to favor males over the last couple of years.  WHEA’s identified need populations; 
SPED (currently 6%), ELL (currently 1-2%), 504 accommodations (currently 9%) are low.  The number of 
SES or Free and Reduced Lunch students has increased over the last 5 years from 14 to 43%. However, 
this percentage isn’t high enough for the school to receive Title I funding. Student attendance data 
shows a consistent 95% attendance rate and student suspension rates have made a dramatic 
improvement over the last two years.  The school’s analysis of student achievement data shows that 
WHEA’s students perform similarly to the State in their STRIVE Math and Science assessments, and 
outperform the State with respect to their STRIVE ELA assessment scores.  Their data also reveals that 
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for the past two years WHEAs juniors have outperformed the State on the ACT assessment. Of concern 
is their graduation rate which falls slightly below that of the State. 

  The staff at WHEA has seen many changes since the last accreditation visit.  Finding the “ best fit” 
for a position is tricky at any school, but in a school where there is a need to prepare students at the 
middle school to be able to successfully perform independent PBL projects at the high school, 
discussions and problem solving between and amongst teachers and leadership is paramount.  That 
being said, WHEA’s staff, which currently consists of 9 middle school teachers and 11 full time and one 
half-time high school teachers, with a number of those teachers wearing a variety of different hats, 
works well within their grade level divisions and is earnestly working on becoming a more cohesive 
teacher unit collectively, whose focus is the WHEA child and the creation of an inclusive environment 
wherein those children can thrive. 

 

Significant Changes or Developments 

 Since the last accreditation visit the school has outlined a number of significant changes and 
developments.  

Leadership 

 Topping the list each year has been the impact of the administration and its leadership team.    
At the last accreditation visit the school had just undergone a reformation of its administration, moving 
from a Co- Directorship to a sole Director.  At the same time two lead teachers were selected to oversee 
the middle and high school in support of the Director. It appears that over the last 3 years changes in the 
designated lead teachers, especially at the middle school, have occurred due to the heavy 
responsibilities of those positions. In SY 2017-18 the school  report cited “a lack of team cohesion and 
direction” with the leadership team accompanied by the lack of consistent team meetings, initially 
meant to occur monthly becoming  a  once a semester meeting. It appears the administration countered 
that distress in SY 2018-19 by expanding the leadership team to include the Student Services 
Coordinator,   Student Behavior Specialist, Custodial Supervisor and Office Coordinator in addition to the 
Director and lead teachers.  The meetings also returned to its monthly schedule.  The temperament and 
productivity amongst the new leadership group seems to have improved their effectiveness in 
addressing the school’s needs.    In SY 2019-20 the team made a commitment to help develop a one 
team school.     

Personnel/Staff changes 

Finding the “best fit” for the school’s hands-on, project- based program has been an ongoing 
challenge for the school, however it appears that they have made some headway by tweaking the 
process used to hire new staff to the school.  In SY 2017-18 the leadership made changes to their hiring 
process, first by revising the questions used in the Teacher Job Interview, then requiring the perspective 
teachers to provide a video of a lesson or come to the school to teach a lesson to a group of students.  A 
committee was established to help with the interviews as they looked to hire teachers that were team 
players with personal teaching philosophies aligned with WHEAS’s vision and mission.  It has also helped 
that the school has been able to attract several of their own graduates who come to the job having a 
first- hand understanding of the expectation of a WHEA student and the PBL program. In the end, 
although teachers continue to leave, the WHEA leadership team, through its proactive measures, have 
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improved the retention rate of its teachers and has been able to secure individuals who seem to 
positively enhance the learning opportunities provided to the students. 

Safety 

In SY 2017-18 the WHEA Safety Committee was created in response to feedback from the staff 
in light of the climate of the nation.  The committee was tasked with developing well defined policies 
and procedures to deal with safety situations on and off campus.  Initially the areas of focus fell on Tool 
Safety, Active Shooter and Shelter in Place procedures, as well as transportation safety for students.    
Eventually the committee also needed to address after school student supervision, pick up and drop off 
procedures for students, evacuations and fire drills and addressing the DOT’s requirements for school 
vans and van drivers.  Over the past two years the school has addressed and implemented many of 
those identified safety needs of the school.   

Curricular Support 

Data since the last accreditation visit in 2017 shows a number of changes made to support the 
school’s curricular program.  A new Teacher Mentor Programs was started in SY 2017-18 to provide new 
teachers with support in WHEA’s different and challenging teaching environment.  Staff Professional 
Development was provided focusing on communication skills.  They hired a communications coach and 
followed that the next year with trainings in Active Listening and Design Thinking.  A mental health 
certification class was also provided.  The trainings provided helped to improve communications 
amongst the staff as well as, with students, as teachers saw an improvement in their student projects 
which included more community involvement and global purpose. 

New positions were established over that past two years, including the Bridging Teacher, and 
the Student Behavior Specialist, while new support positions were filled to include a MS/HS Math tutor, 
an autism PPT and a College and Scholarship counselor.   Most of the additions to staff have been met 
with positive reviews and have led to a more collaborative environment, where in  the administration 
has been able to realign their  job descriptions to provide the Director more space to direct and have 
designated individuals to take care of other support needs required at the school.   

New to the school was the development of a 5th year Senior program.  Initiated in SY 2018-19 it 
is designed to give graduating seniors more time to meet their graduation requirements.  The first year 
saw a 0% success rate (0/2) and so far this SY one student has met the requirements for graduation with 
one remaining student with unknown results. 

SY 2018-19 saw the development of new Discipline Guidelines by the leadership team, which 
grew out of a request from the staff for a discipline policy that reflected the needs of the school and 
could be more effectively enforced.  This followed school data that showed a large increase in student 
suspensions in SY 2016-2017.  The new guidelines were approved by the WHEA Governing Board and 
implemented in the Spring of SY 2018-19.  Both teachers and students have positively embraced the 
new guidelines which provide concrete procedures and consequences.   A complimentary action taken 
by the leadership team and consequently the entire staff was to introduce Restorative Practice Training 
and Social Emotional Learning (SEL).  WHEA felt that more and more students were failing largely due to 
their emotional state and trauma from their home life. The idea was to embrace positive classroom 
management techniques to help support students.  In the current SY, WHEA continues to focus on Social 



 

4 
 

Emotional Learning and Restorative Practices.  They have attended several Aloha SEL workshops and 
have made a commitment to join the districts SEL cadre.  The belief is that the implementation of new 
Behavior RTI practices will help students be more successful learners.  Although it’s still too soon to see 
any results the school has taken positive steps to address and hopefully stem the tide of failure in the 
school.   

Lastly in this section, but not without its merits, the school implemented WOW Passes as a way 
to improve school culture and climate.  The WOW passes, designated to recognize individuals for 
positive actions, are read twice a week at the ALL School Openings on Mondays and Fridays by the 
Director.  All members of the school have the opportunity to be nominated.  It has had a very positive 
impact on the school and has become part of the school’s culture. 

Value Added Measure Longitudinal Data (VAM) 

   WHEA high school began collecting Evidence Folder and Research Paper grades in 2016 to 
satisfy their Value Added Measure (VAM) requirement in their charter contract.  The data has become a 
longitudinal study regarding students and their grades, key components of their integrated courses. The 
data has been used by the high school staff to identify trends in student work habits and has helped 
them to adjust and revise support strategies and curriculum to address student needs.    

Curricular Changes 

   A number to curricular changes have also taken place at WHEA.  The 8th grade team created an 
integrated, project based study of early American history which culminated with the students publishing 
a book entitled The Growth of America based on a trip the students took to the New England States at 
the end of the year.   That same year, thirteen high students, along with their history teacher, were 
provided the opportunity to travel abroad to Ireland, Wales and London with Educational First Tours (EF 
Tours).  Both travel adventures were firsts for the school and have laid the groundwork for future 
adventures.   Additionally, there has been a revival of the school’s Robotics projects.  New staff 
members were able to recruit students and an additional new mentor. The revitalized Robotics program 
went on to sending teams to compete in two First Robotics Competitions, one in Australia and the other, 
the World Competition in Houston. 

Follow- up Process 

The ultimate decision maker for WHEA is its Governing Board.  The WHEA Governing Board is 
tasked with the responsibility to “ensure that management delivers results and the school performs to 
its charter”.    Legislation requires the school to “provide the governing board with a diversity of 
perspective and a level of objectivity that accurately represent the interests of the charter school 
students and the surrounding community”.  WHEA has been very fortunate in be able to attract and 
retain board members who have the expertise, experience and commitment to its’ school community. 
The Governing Board is composed of members of the community, parents, teachers, support staff and 
student body.  They meet monthly to address finances, receive school updates, review bylaws and 
establish new policies when they are needed.  Any concerns from any sector of the school community 
are welcomed and they may share their ideas through their representative member or in person if 
desired. 
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Decisions of the everyday running of the school lays in the hands of the Director and her 
Leadership team.  This team is composed of the director, both Middle School and High School lead 
teachers, the Student Services Coordinator, the Student Behavior Specialist, Custodial Manager and 
Office Supervisor.  They meet monthly to review and discuss the needs of the school.  After the 
Leadership team discusses the school’s needs and challenges they are brought to the entire staff.  Some 
decisions are made by the director, some by the Leadership Team and others are decided by the staff or 
separate middle and high school teams.   The school has ensured that the parents and the students have 
an array of venues to provide input to the school with targeted audience surveys being an often used 
tool as a means to gather feedback and get a feel of the sentiment of the various stakeholder 
populations. 

  The School-wide Improvement Plan (SIP) is the vehicle through  which the school addresses 
and reviews student achievement of the standards, general learner outcomes and  other  areas of focus 
that are needed to ensure student success.  After the last accreditation visit the entire school 
collaborated in developing a new SIP incorporating all the WASC Visiting Committees Areas of Concern.  
Goals and benchmarks were established through that process.  At the beginning of each new SY the plan 
is reviewed, then at the end of each SY the staff updates the plan, documenting the multiple activities 
and efforts having been made that school year.  This updated plan is then sent out to the governing 
board to keep them informed of improvements and progress made in addressing the school’s focus.   

In preparation for the 2020 WASC Mid-Cycle Progress Report Dulcy Dawson, a high school 
teacher and Heather Nakakura, the Director, were responsible for the compiling and writing of the 
different sections of the report. Dr. Nina Buchannan, a representative on the school’s governing board, 
herself an experienced member on numerous WASC accreditation teams, reviewed and edited the 
report.  Data used for the write-up however, had been annually updated via the school’s SIP.  Earlier in 
SY 19-20, at an all school staff meeting, the staff worked on addressing the critical areas of follow-up.  
Additionally, in preparation for the visit the staff was tasked with gathering documents, student 
exemplars and curriculum maps to share with the WASC Visiting Team. The Mid-cycle Progress reports’ 
final draft was completed in early January 2020 and sent to the staff, parents, and WHEA’s Governing 
Board for feedback, as well as the WASC Visiting Committee Chair for review. Upon completion, the 
Mid- cycle Progress Report was sent to WASC, the Mid-Cycle Visiting Committee and posted on the 
school’s website. 

 

II. Progress on Critical Areas for Follow-up 

Summary of School Progress 

During the previous self-study, the Visiting Committee gave the school three critical areas to 
address.  WHEA’s staff in turn developed 3 major goals in their School-wide Implementation Plan based 
on the WASC Visiting Committees critical areas of follow up and included other areas that the staff felt 
needed attention.     

WHEA’s SIP’s GOAL ONE: Improving WHEA Leadership to create a stronger foundation for school 
operations, curricular alignment between middle and high school and increased student achievement.  
This goal was designed to address the VC critical area, which identified a need for “consistent 
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communication and planning” among stakeholders which could be achieved by developing  “clear, well 
communicated systems, procedures and processes” which in turn would “create a strong foundation for 
school operations, curricular alignment between middle and high school, and increased student 
learning” 

The school has taken positive steps to address this Critical Area.    The decisions to add the 
School Behavior Specialist, math tutor and College and Scholarship Counselor support personnel do 
appear to have been effective in addressing student needs. New hiring procedures have improved the 
quality of “best fit” teachers into their ranks, and their new school-wide Discipline Plan has brought a 
level of consistency in communication and understanding amongst the school’s stakeholders.  The 
Safety Committee has added another venue to address school needs and has been very active in 
creating clear guidelines and procedures for school safety drills (fire, evacuation, Shelter in Place) and 
meeting legislative codes.  To help align the middle and high school, a bridging teacher was brought in. 
Although the school has recognized that the Bridging teacher position has not accomplished its intended 
goal, they have also discovered through the sharing of projects and contact when working on projects, 
that a development of a more organic teacher to teacher, and student to student relationship based on 
common project threads has evolved which has helped students and teachers at both the middle and 
high schools to make authentic connections. It was also noted that to some degree the middle and high 
school have worked to increase communication about curriculum, have shared project expectations, 
procedures and on occasion project rubrics in order to bridge the two levels.   The school-wide SEL 
curriculum and weekly WOW passes are popular and have had a positive effect on the school’s culture.  
It also appeared that the culture of the Leadership team has improved with its expanded membership 
and return to monthly meetings, however, work is still needed in this most instrumental component of 
the school. More recently the leadership Team has made a commitment to building a more cohesive 
One School Team. 

WHEA’s SIP’s GOAL TWO:  Enhance school-wide data collection to guide instruction and student 
achievement, ultimately providing information for data driven curricular changes. This goal, through its 
three tasks incorporates two critical areas identified by the last visiting committee.  The first of this goals 3 
tasks focus specifically on the VC’s second critical area, “the development of a comprehensive curricular 
framework for all grade levels and content areas based on the Standards and Benchmarks”.  Actions taken 
by the teachers to address this critical area include the production of yearly curriculum maps for all content 
areas addressed in projects, the scaffolding of standard based curriculum in LA and science in the middle 
school as well as the scaffolding of project expectations at both the middle and high school. The high school 
has updated and upgraded their project related assignments relating to the CCS and NGGS and the math 
teachers have developed a WHEA Standards based Database. They have also revised and or developed a 
number of guiding documents dealing with planning, data logs and project rubrics to better align the 
curriculum.   The school acknowledges that they still need to develop a comprehensive standards 
database that will inform teachers about what standards and benchmarks are being addressed, in which 
grades and through which projects.  Although some work has already begun, this process has not been 
completed. 

 
 
The third critical area from the Visiting Committee is also addressed in WHEA’s SIP’s Goal TWO 

through tasks 2 and 3.   This critical area deals with “consistently using… assessment results to inform 
needed curricular and instructional adjustments”.  Evidence of progress for this critical area included the 
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collection of longitudinal data at the high school which had been taken from student research papers and 
evidence folder scores.  The high school has been collecting and using this data since 2016 to make 
curricular decisions.  In the middle school teachers have started to collect and use data on their Vertical 
Project grades to inform them of the need for curricular revisions. WHEA has also been using Renaissance 
Star as their LA screener which has helped them determine which students should participate in RTI.  The 
school’s SSC collects Time on Task data which is also used to identify which students may need more 
support. Other sources of data collected include school developed parent, student and school climate 
surveys, the State generated teacher Tripod and the School Quality Survey, and data on failing students.  
Although WHEA is in the practice of collecting data and using that data to make adjustments or initiate 
new supports, they are not clear on how these curricular changes have impacted student achievement. 

 
WHEA’s SIP includes a Goal Three which addresses the Visiting Committee’s Critical Areas 1 and 2.   

The school’s Goal Three supports the VC Critical Areas by directing its focus on actions to bridge the middle 
and high school through a common PBL curricular framework with common curricular practices and 
processes school- wide.  To meet the demands of this goal the school believes that a strong Leadership 
Team is the key. Steps taken to move in that direction include training and coaching from Education Change 
Makers to help with creating the One School Team.   

 
The 2020 Mid-Cycle Visiting Committee commends the school for taking constructive steps in their 

efforts for systematic improvements for their students and school.  Progress had been made in addressing 
many of the identified actions in the school’s SIP.  Those efforts have not gone without notice, including 
being ranked 4th top public high school in 2019 by Honolulu Magazine, and being recognized as one of the 
most innovative charter schools at the 2019 Charter School Leadership summit.  WHEA should be proud of 
their accomplishments.   Moreover, while there is still much to do, the Visiting Committee feels that the 
school is heading in the right path for improvement and needs to focus on their next steps forward.   

 
 

III. Areas of Refinement to WHEA’s School-wide Improvement Plan 

While the Mid-Cycle Visiting committee feels that the school is making progress on the 
recommendations of the previous Visiting Team, we agree with the school that there are some areas 
that need more focus and other areas that have duplicated tasks and should be revised. The Mid-Cycle 
Visiting committee recommends that the school should continue to work on: 

● creating a positive learning environment for students by continuing to develop a strong 
leadership team that promotes positive, clear communications and provides time for continued 
collaboration among middle and high school teachers. 

● developing a well-defined curricular framework that scaffolds standard-based content and 
skills in order to improve student achievement. 

● developing and analyzing authentic student data that is used to guide curricular changes that 
support project based learning and the school’s vision and mission. 

● Creating an environment that gives further support to failing students which would include 
academic and emotional interventions. 

 


