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I ulu no ka lālā i ke kumu, the branches grow because of the trunk: 
ancestral knowledge as refusal

Kapua L. Chandler 

Graduate School of education and Information Sciences, university of california, los angeles, ca, uSa

ABSTRACT
This paper will discuss the ways that Native Hawaiian scholars are 
engaging in innovative strategies that incorporate ancestral knowledges 
into the academy. Ancestral knowledges are highly valued as Indigenous 
communities strive to pass on such wisdom and lessons from generation 
to generation. Ancestral knowledges are all around us no matter where we 
are, they are evident and valued in every setting, whether out on the ocean 
and land or in a four-walled classroom. However, contrary to Indigenous 
beliefs, ancestral knowledges are continually threatened by formal education 
systems – institutions that would have us believe that they have no place 
in the university setting; whereby Indigenous ways of learning are replaced 
with Western forms. Ancestral knowledges are devalued due to the fact 
that most institutions of higher education are not multi-generational, 
reflecting a bias against elders and elder knowledge and an overemphasis 
on ‘new’ knowledge. Furthermore, these institutions are dependent on 
Western epistemologies and ways of thinking. Building upon my own 
experiences. This paper aims to unveil the ways in which Native Hawaiians 
have combated alienation and isolation of ancestral knowledges in higher 
education and to re-imagine what Native Hawaiian higher education could 
be. More specifically, I analyze exemplary practices at the level of individuals, 
community, and institutions to illustrate the ways that scholars have refused 
such exclusion of ancestral knowledges within the academy.

I ulu no ka lālā i ke kumu
The branches grow because of the trunk

Without our ancestors, we would not be here

Aloha mai kāua e ka mea heluhelu! (Greetings, dear reader!) To begin, I would like to set the stage with a brief story 
of how I learned to fish for he’e (octopus). In an academic paper about ancestral knowledge, it’s only fitting that 
I first ground this topic with a narrative to share my own story and invite my ancestors into this academic space. 
As the daughter in a long line of fishermen and fisherwomen in my family, I have gained thorough knowledge 
about fishing for he’e. Growing up, my father would take me holoholo (fishing) to Hā‘ena where I slowly grew from 
training my eye to spot the prey, to carrying the catch-bag, to acquiring my own spear, and finally my own net. 
One of my most vivid memories was around the age of 23, when my father and I headed out to the reef to fish. 
This day marked a huge milestone in my growth as a fisherwoman, because it was the first time my father left me 
alone. At first, I was hesitant, however, I knew better than to question him and instead I set out to find the he’e.

When you gather he’e, it is important to move slowly because the more you disturb the water, the more 
difficult it is to see the he’e. The he’e is a difficult sea creature to capture, as it possesses the ability to 
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change color and camouflage itself and, due to its flexibility, can also bundle its eight legs to hide in 
small crevices and holes. As I slowly walked along, I would stop and scan the seafloor back and forth, 
vividly recalling the many times my father reminded me in our previous fishing adventures to be patient, 
observant, and vigilant. About ten minutes had passed and doubt began to creep in as I wondered if 
perhaps I was not ready to walk on my own. However, just then, I spotted one, coiled in a ball with its 
legs all tucked in and its brown speckled skin perfectly blending with the coral. Once I had caught the 
he’e and got it into my catch-bag, I exhaled a sigh of relief, and continued on my walk, scanning the 
reef. At the end of that day, when my father returned from the outside reef and saw my bag full of he’e, 
he let out a big smile. Grinning widely, he said,

You know, Great-Grandma Rachel, she was the best at catching the he’e. She never needed spear. She just grabbed 
them with her bare hand. She had the best eye. That is how Grandma Kapeka came good, from watching her mom. 
That’s where you get your eye from, you know?

These words would come to resonate with me in the years to come as I found ways to connect with 
Great-Grandma Rachel and use ancestral knowledges as a source in my academic work.

As I began a new chapter in my life as a graduate student in the field of higher education in the State 
of California, I discovered videos and recordings that documented my great-grandmother’s knowledge, 
which heightened my awareness of the ways in which I bring ancestral knowledges into the academy. 
As Grande (2016) reminds us, ‘...within Indigenous communities elders have always held places of dis-
tinction as knowledge keepers, spiritual and political leaders, and attendants of past, present and future 
generations’ (p. 3). Through the lessons passed down from my ancestors through my great-grandmother, 
I learned patience, such as the importance of planting my foot after each deliberate step (careful not 
to crush the coral), and waiting for the water to calm before moving forward. The reef, the water, the 
he’e, my father, and my great-grandmother are some of the channels of ancestral knowledges that I 
rely on for guidance in my academic scholarship and confidence in my abilities.

This story is an example of the many ways ancestral knowledges are valued and passed on among 
Hawaiian communities. Kame’elehiwa (2010) responds to the question, where are ancestral bodies of 
knowledges found?

They are found in the heavens; each of the stars is an ancestor and a god, and a body of knowledge. They are found 
in the earth; each animate and inanimate thing of the earth is an ancestral God, and a body of knowledge. They 
are found in the oceans; every living creature of the sea, the reefs and its fecundity, and all of the seaweeds are 
ancestors with lessons to teach us. (p. 53)

Ancestral knowledges are highly valued as Native Hawaiian communities strive to pass on such wis-
dom and lessons from generation to generation. These knowledges passed down by elders within our 
communities are sacred and must be kept safe, as they are the ‘poignant reminders of the failures of 
elimination and living witness to the multitude of crimes against their humanity’ (Grande, 2016, p. 3). 
Family genealogies link Native Hawaiian peoples to their ancestors: astronomers, navigators, planters, 
weavers, fishermen, engineers, healers, artisans, and educators. Ancestral knowledges are the basis for 
agriculture, food preparation, protocol, health care, education, conservation, and sustainability and are 
typically transmitted by word of mouth and cultural practices from generation to generation. Ancestral 
knowledges are all around us no matter where we are; evident and valued in every setting, whether 
out on the reef or in a four-walled classroom. However, contrary to belief, ancestral knowledges are 
continually threatened by colonial education systems – institutions that would have us believe that such 
knowledge has no place in the university setting; whereby Native Hawaiian ways of learning are replaced 
with Western European forms. Furthermore, these institutions of higher education are dependent on 
Western epistemologies and ways of thinking (Alatas, 1993; Collins & Mueller, 2016;  Trask, 1999). The 
reef was the classroom and pedagogy of my father and the lessons he passed on to me did not fit within 
these Western forms of education. It was not until years later that I realized that these experiences and 
lessons learned were the classroom of my ancestors and are highly valuable classroom settings today.
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This paper aims to unveil the ways in which Native Hawaiian academics and community members 
have combatted alienation and isolation of Indigenous people in higher education that often results 
from the exclusion and devaluing of ancestral knowledges. First, I will discuss the ways in which our 
academic elders have laid the intellectual foundation for identifying the role colonization plays in 
devaluing ancestral knowledges throughout the academy. Next, I will present exemplary practices of 
communities, individuals, and institutions that illustrate the ways that scholars have refused such exclu-
sion through action (or inaction). Lastly, as Native Hawaiians and other Indigenous cousins experience 
alienation and isolation, I make recommendations for the ways we can re-imagine higher education 
institutions that value ancestral knowledges.

Āpapa: intellectual foundation

Critical, post- and anti-colonial writings of Albert Memmi (1965), Franz Fanon (Fanon, 1967), Edward 
Said (1978), and Haunani-Kay Trask (1999), have contested the intellectual colonization of the West, 
deeply evident in higher education, where fields of study are dominated by Western, scientific, and 
liberal thinking (Thaman, 2003; Deloria & Wildcat, 2001). African scholar, Nathani Wane (2008), contrasts 
the collective and communal sharing of Indigenous knowledge compared to the monopolized intellec-
tual property ownership in Western education as an exclusive benefit for an elite few. Moreover, Māori 
scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Smith, 2013) has interrogated one facet of ancestral knowledge exclusion 
in Western research and calls for a paradigm shift through culturally appropriate research practices by 
way of the conscious development of Indigenous peoples as researchers. Indigenous scholars have 
responded to this call on many research fronts (i.e. education, resource management, etc.), refusing to 
succumb to the limitations of Western ideals and creating a paradigm shift.

These are a few of the academic elders who have paved a path for Indigenous scholars, like myself, 
their collective work helps to identify the ways that Western higher education devalues ancestral knowl-
edges. Indigenous peoples both within and outside the academy are not only further conceptualizing 
but are also taking action to build on past generational engagement of refusal as an assertion of 
Indigenous knowledge and ways of being (Dei, 2000; Simpson, 2007). Through looking into communities 
and the wealth of knowledge scholars bring with them from their ancestors, they are taking action to 
bring ancestral knowledge into the academy. Just as I am now able to recognize the value of navigating 
the reef for the he‘e and the applicability of those lessons, scholars have begun to take action to directly 
address the issues through their own exemplary practices.

I define exemplary practices in this context as demonstrations of where ancestral knowledges are 
invited into higher education spaces. In the section that follows, I focus on three areas that demon-
strate these exemplary practices: community, individual, and Indigenous institutional spaces where 
Indigenous people are intentionally transmitting ancestral knowledges.

Exemplary practices

Indigenous communities, individuals and institutional spaces are all places in which ancestral knowl-
edges are actively being utilized and intentionally transmitted and that can also inform the three pillars 
of higher education: research, teaching, and service. As the number of Indigenous scholars in higher 
education increase, the more prevalent these practices will be experienced and known, and these are 
vital contributions in creating a paradigm shift.

Communities

Indigenous communities are rare sites where ancestral knowledges are orally passed down and prac-
ticed. It is in this community space that ancestral knowledges serve to inform sustainable practices to 
preserve the land, water, and culture. These community practices passed down by ancestors and the 
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knowledges held within such communities are often overlooked and likely never discussed or utilized 
in academic spaces.

A Native Hawaiian mahi‘ai (farmer) and elder, Uncle Jerry Konanui, speaks of the ways that the wis-
dom of our ancestors, that our farmers employ daily, is devalued in the larger society and academic 
realm:

…a lot of people look down at us as mahi‘ai, as farmers. ‘He’s only a farmer!’ They fail to realize that to be a good 
mahi‘ai, a good farmer, you have to know the universe of the mahi‘ai, which means, I have to be a water scientist; I 
have to a be a soil scientist; I have to be a weatherman to sense the wind, the rain, the whole environment, [that] is 
my universe. So when people look at a mahi‘ai…and say, ‘ he’s just a farmer,’ they don’t realize the extent of knowl-
edge. Kupuna ‘ike, the knowledge of our ancestors, is the science. (Hawaii SEED, February 6, 2013)

Here, Uncle Jerry identifies the skills of Native Hawaiian farmers through Western titles of science and 
illustrates the complex skills that farmers possess while simultaneously pointing out the societal deval-
uing of such positions. Uncle Jerry continues and invites us to find a bridge between Western and 
ancestral knowledges as both have a place in the prosperity of the land, the water, and the people.

Uncle Jerry has begun to bring ancestral knowledges into higher education through working with 
scientists doing research in the universities to corroborate the wisdom of his ancestors. An example 
of this collaboration is with combining biodiversity with understanding the name and story of every 
kalo (taro) plant as they were named by Hawaiian ancestors. One of the lessons from his Hawaiian 
ancestors that he perpetuates with researchers and graduate students is the importance of knowing 
the name of every kalo plant because knowing the story of the name distinguishes the diversity of the 
plant. Furthermore, Uncle Jerry identifies that the knowledges he carries about kalo goes back seven 
generations to his ancestors, therefore, ancestral knowledges about biodiversity far surpasses the thirty 
or so years of university research. Therefore, it is critical to advocate for farming ancestral knowledges 
to be taught and utilized in farming related research (i.e. botany, biology, ecology, etc.) within higher 
education.

Another example of community practices impacting research is evident in marine resource manage-
ment. In the State of Hawai‘i, there has been a shift from Western notions of marine resource manage-
ment to traditional Native Hawaiian practices. For example, the Ho’olehua Hawaiian Homestead on the 
island of Moloka’i draw on their ancestral knowledges and use traditional community self-management 
of the inshore fisheries in Mo’omomi Bay. Researchers observed this Hawaiian homestead community 
to understand the traditional ways of fishery governance. Poepoe, Bartram, and Friedlander (2003) 
concluded:

Tradition, as it exists in the world of contemporary Ho’olehua homesteaders, is an accumulation of knowledge and 
behavioral norms that have strong roots in culture, local history, and experience and which are constantly being 
verified and augmented. It is legitimate in its own right and does not ask to be recast in the idiom of Western 
industrial society or verified through the methods of contemporary government resource managers. (p. 93)

In this rare occasion, researchers learned ancestral knowledges from the community to make policy 
recommendations based on their research (Poepoe et al., 2003). For instance, one area that researchers 
pointed to inform policy was the type of calendar used to monitor marine life in Ho‘olehua. The moon 
and seasons are essential in scheduling the activities of Native Hawaiians as it is a natural calendar. 
The moon calendar is a predictive tool based on awareness of natural cycles and their relationship to 
fishing success (Silva & Johnson, 1982).

Similar to Uncle Jerry, the researchers identified the depth of wisdom in the moon calendar as 
it ‘reflects lifetimes of observations and experiences by many generations of Hawaiians’ (p. 98). 
Furthermore, they reported their findings of conservation principles for fish using Hawaiian identified 
seasons, summer and winter. This illustrates the way researchers are interacting and learning from 
Indigenous communities that directly pass down ancestral knowledges; whereby, researcher’s method-
ologies and policy recommendations were directly developed from ancestral knowledges passed down 
in the community. These scholar’s actions refuse to privilege Western knowledge systems and instead 
delve into the ancestral knowledges rooted within community. In addition to researchers working with 
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and learning from communities, some researchers and professors are finding ways to integrate these 
processes directly into their curriculum and courses in higher education.

Individuals

As Native Hawaiian peoples take positions within the academy, the ancestral knowledges passed down 
within their communities are brought directly into the university. Many have experienced isolation and 
alienation in their own interactions within higher education and have chosen career trajectories to be 
in roles of faculty, staff, and administration to address such issues (Shotton, 2017). I have witnessed 
student affairs professors develop programing with embedded ceremonial traditions; administrators 
collaborating with communities to provide traditional culturally relevant training for staff members; 
and faculty who have brought elder community members in as guest speakers as well as implemented 
in their teaching. More specifically, one way that Native Hawaiian faculty have attempted to improve 
the system is through integrating ancestral knowledges into their curriculum.

Native Hawaiian scholar Mehana Blaich Vaughan is a professor at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa in 
the College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resources. Kumu (professor) Mehana implores culturally 
appropriate research practices alongside community members involving them throughout the research 
process; further, her course curriculum and pedagogy are rooted in Hawaiian culture and ancestral 
knowledges. For example, I have seen Kumu Mehana integrate food sharing into the classroom as a way 
to culturally connect students to each other. She has organized field trips and taken students to listen 
and learn from kūpuna (elders) within the communities that she has worked alongside. Furthermore, 
she has invited kūpuna as guest speakers and lectures into her classrooms for which students may 
not have the opportunity to learn from otherwise. In her methodological approach to research, she 
directly draws from her Tutu (Grandmother) and the ancestral knowledges of her kūpuna (Vaughan, 
2015). This example illustrates one of the ways Native Hawaiian scholars have refused to conform solely 
to Western idioms but also invite ancestral knowledges both in and out of classroom settings. Here, 
Native Hawaiian student affairs practitioners from Hawai‘i were able to create a space for students to 
welcome and honor their ancestral knowledges and wisdom.

In these ways, individuals in the institution have expanded the epistemological scope of the tradi-
tional Western academy, actively inviting ancestral knowledges into the space. Whether the professors 
or student affairs practitioners pass on ancestral knowledges directly in their courses and programs 
or they reach out to elders and community members, they are finding ways to integrate ancestral 
knowledges into the university.

Just as my father walked along my side and trained me to catch the he‘e, these institutional agents 
are modeling pedagogical practices to their students that differ from Western norms by privileging 
ancestral knowledges. Though these individuals are shifting the paradigm, they are often isolated within 
their department and/or college. Ideally, a paradigm shift that would impact the institutional values 
to be inclusive of Native Hawaiian ancestral knowledges would help to support all members within an 
institution (i.e. faculty, administration, staff, and students).

Colleges (TCUs)

One realm of higher education that has been able to change such a mainstream policy has been in 
Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCU).1 The American Indian Higher Education Consortium describes 
the creation of TCUs as follows:

The history of American Indian higher education over the last several hundred years is one of compulsory Western 
methods of learning, recurring attempts to eradicate tribal culture, and high dropout rates by American Indian 
students at mainstream institutions. In reaction to this history, American Indian leaders built on the success of 
the ‘self-determination’ movement of the 1960s to rethink tribal higher education. These leaders recognized the 
growing importance of postsecondary education, and became convinced that it could strengthen reservations 
and tribal culture without assimilation (Boyer, 1997).
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In American Indian communities, Indigenous elders are revered as knowledge keepers and are entrusted 
to govern the process of sharing ancestral knowledges; more broadly, elders play an essential role in 
cultivating the cultural ethos of TCUs (Pavel, Inglebret, & Banks, 2001). As culture bearers, elders pass 
on ancestral knowledges of traditional skills, values, and beliefs through multiple forms of involvement 
in colleges (Barnhardt, 1991; Hornby & Dana, 1992; Srivastava, 1997). For example, Lac Courte Oreilles 
Ojibwa College in Wisconsin provides a cultural foundation by involving students in talking circles with 
elders (Rosado & Teuber, 1992). Other TCUS, such as Dull Knife Memorial College in Montana, involve 
elders in forums and advisory committees (Pavel et al., 2001). Another example includes Salish Kootenai 
College’s Cultural Leadership Program in Montana which brings students and elders together to pass 
on traditional knowledge and practices in natural sites (Finley, 1997).

TCUs are an example of institutions that recognize and value ancestral knowledges in which they 
actively create spaces where such knowledge can be passed onto future generations of students. 
However, in mainstream Western higher education this is not the norm. Ancestral knowledges are 
rarely referenced, seldom taught, and scarcely legitimized within most higher education institutions. 
Although ancestral knowledges are founded on generations, going back thousands of years, of research 
by Indigenous ancestors, Western knowledge privileges itself as the fiduciary of all knowledge with 
authority to authenticate or invalidate other knowledges (Doxtater, 2004). Therefore, though there are 
rare pockets of communities, individuals, and institutions combating such forces, I suggest a movement 
to re-imagine, rewrite, and refuse these structures.

Re-imagining higher education

Western institutions evolved through a broader project of Indigenous erasure that included the deval-
uing of Indigenous ancestral knowledges, so we as Indigenous people need to re-imagine these spaces 
to be inclusive of our traditional knowledges. Similarly, Margaret Mutu of Ngāti Kahu, Te Rarawa, Ngāti 
Whātua and Scottish descent, a Professor of Māori Studies at the University of Auckland, says, ‘I always 
say to my students, “Come to the university. I can teach you about the Māori world, but the ultimate 
knowledge lies within your ancestral homelands”’(Peter Wall Institute for Advanced Studies, July 11, 
2013). Her words resonate because she not only is inviting the university to be a place where ancestral 
knowledges are taught, learned, and valued to benefit all, but also, that we need to create institutions 
that value the knowledges of the people of that place. Therefore, as a Native Hawaiian woman, I want 
to push further to re-imagine what a higher education institution that values Indigenous ancestral 
knowledges would look like for Native Hawaiians in Hawai’i.

In order to provide an example of re-imagining Hawaiian higher education, it is critical to provide 
some information regarding my personal background as it informs my worldviews and conceptions 
of higher education.2 Growing up in a rural area, we are raised in a fishing, farming, and hunting dense 
community. This requires learning essential survival skills passed down by our ancestors. Though my 
academic story has been one of success, it did not come without extensive hardships ranging from 
being forced to leave my island home and family (no Bachelor/Master/Phd offered on Kaua‘i) to con-
stantly trying to find ways to return and apply my education to my community.3 As I returned every 
summer and holiday to be with my ‘ohana (family), I have constantly been challenged to find ways to 
make higher education more accessible for my fellow rural Hawaiians as well as to the type of lifestyle 
we are proud and accustomed. It is with these firsthand experiences and conversations amongst my 
community members that I move forward to re-imagine a higher education for Native Hawaiians.

Āina University: a case for Native Hawaiians

…why is it that Hawaiians don’t come to university? Everybody said almost the identical thing: What are we going 
to study? Nothing about Hawaiians here. We don’t learn the wisdom of our ancestors here. (Lipe, 2014, p. 113)
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Native Hawaiians have expressed frustration and isolation with the four-year research university in 
Hawai’i as a predominantly non-Hawaiian institution (Lipe, 2014). To address this issue, drawing from 
my own experiences as well as others, I will suggest ways we can refuse the traditional university and re- 
imagine a Native Hawaiian higher education institution situated in Hawai’i and founded on the ancestral 
wisdom of this place. This re-imagining of higher education serves to elevate the knowledges that were 
passed on to me through my interactions with the ocean, the reef, the he’e, my ancestors, and ‘ohana.

Before I begin to re-imagine, it is imperative that I define the term re-imagine, along with a clear 
justification for its necessity. In Something Torn and New, wa Thiong’o (2009) observes that one of the 
first acts of the colonizer is re-naming, ‘covering up an old memory,’ or more precisely, ‘burying the 
native memory’ by breaking up the names (pp. 8–9, 14). Language, religion, and education, he says, are 
the instruments deployed to achieve this loss of memory, this dis-memberment of people and place. 
In order, for us to begin to unbury our Native memory, our ancestral wisdoms, a process of re-imagin-
ing must take place. Often the term ‘imagine’ conjures the meaning of being ‘idealistic or far-fetched,’ 
conversely, I aim to invite ancestral knowledges into higher education by using the term ‘re-imagine’ 
in the following dual fashion (Lipe, 2014, p. 342). First, through re-imagining we are re-membering our 
ancestors, elders, and communities from originary places, people, and relationships that have been 
constantly threatened by settler colonialism and capitalism. This definition is far from idealistic as it calls 
for us to re-member our ancestors as generations of educators and thereby normalize the invitation 
for ancestral knowledges into the academy. Secondly, I use the term ‘re-imagine’ to challenge myself 
and my readers to move outside of the Western higher education comfort zone and to embrace other 
existing forms of pedagogy, methodology, and ways of knowing. Furthermore, to re-imagine is also a 
form of refusal as it lays the theoretical foundation for ways to take action towards a paradigm shift. With 
this definition of what it means to re-imagine in mind, I will provide recommendations and examples 
of re-imagining higher education for Native Hawaiians.

‘Āina

In order to re-imagine a Hawaiian higher education, drawing from Aunty Margaret, I would start with 
the connection to place, specifically land and water. ‘Āina, meaning that which feeds (Pukui, 1986), is 
a critical element of Hawaiian culture. Native Hawaiian ancestors had an intimate knowledge of the 
‘āina, as they had conducted extensive research regarding the cultivation and sustainability of the land, 
water, and people. Native Hawaiian scholar, Oliveira (2014) explains the land-sea continuum; the ocean 
is an extension of the land, and the land is an extension of the sea. Therefore, in re-imagining I believe 
we must incorporate both the land and sea into higher education.

As such, the first aspect of higher education that I would re-imagine is the purpose. Rather than 
following the traditional purpose of higher education, teaching, service, and research (Cohen, 2007), I 
would re-envision the purpose of higher education to target the ways to make contributions to their 
surrounding communities that directly gives back to the land and people of that place. Therefore, due 
to the connection Native Hawaiian people have to place, I re-imagine a higher education institution 
whose purpose is to preserve land and cultural practices. Through this, we center ancestral practices 
and relationships with the ‘āina at the core of the university by this definition of purpose.

Drawing on my ancestral teachings, by way of caring for the ‘āina, land–sea continuum, we can learn 
from these practices to cultivate thriving communities. For example, kalo farming, in a re-imagined 
higher education, the students would work alongside kalo farmers to learn the practices. Through work-
ing the land with our hands, a connection is made with the land not only intellectually but physically 
as well. Furthermore, bridges can be made between ancestral knowledges and Western science. For 
example, an ecology major could work alongside a kalo farmer to identify a specific type of kalo, such 
as kalo pa‘akai (salt taro), which is planted in lo‘i (taro patches) of brackish water. Then, this student 
could use modern Western tools to test the salinity of the salt and identify the characteristics within 
this species of kalo that allows it to thrive in brackish waters. This is but one example of the depth of 
intimate knowledges that Hawaiian ancestors had with the land and specifically, with kalo. Through this 
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re-imagining we identify a way in which Hawaiian higher education highly values community practition-
ers that are utilizing ancestral knowledges and build on the foundation of our ancestors using Western 
modern science tools. This shift in curriculum would identify the ways in which ancestors had been the 
first to identify and verify sciences of the land, followed by bridging modern technology and science.

Piko

As Hawaiian culture and traditions were orally passed down, the naming of all things (i.e. places, plants, 
animals, people, etc.) were intentional to assist in passing the research on between generations (Hand 
& Handy, 1972; Malo, 1898; Meyer, 1998). Therefore, within a students’ discipline, regardless of major, 
curriculum fostered to learn the origin of the names that are associated with such discipline. Therefore, 
the wisdom of our ancestors who named all natural elements and the developed story behind a name 
would be a foundational component of curriculum infused with ancestral knowledges. For example, a 
student interested in the weather of Hawai’i would need to learn the names of the wind and rain in each 
place they wish to observe and the story behind this rain. Native Hawaiian ancestors were in tune with 
nature to where they could tell the difference between all types of rain for which they named. Again, 
by reverting to ancestral knowledges and teachings, students are getting quality in-depth education, 
in this case meteorology, and can continue to build on the foundation of Hawaiian ancestors.

Another arena to be re-imagined includes core curriculum. For example, just as English writing 
courses are core to Western traditional higher education, I would re-imagine these types of courses 
and majors to include, if not be built on, Hawaiian language and oral histories. As oral histories are an 
ancestral practice (Meyer, 1998), students gain skills utilizing Oral History databases as well as inter-
viewing, recording, and documenting community member histories to learn about Hawaiian language 
and Hawaiian history.

Another recommendation would be to include a thorough Hawaiian history curriculum. Returning 
to the purpose of this re-imagined Hawaiian higher education, it is imperative that a curriculum be built 
that focuses not only of the broader history of Hawai‘i but also on the unique histories of the smaller 
communities in which this higher education institution serves. By teaching the community members 
the history of their place, this can assist in providing guidance with future community decisions. These 
recommendations of learning the names and oral histories of place are a way for Hawaiians to re-connect 
with their piko, the umbilical cord of ancestral knowledges.

‘Ohana

In order to fulfill such a task on learning names, not all knowledges are written in texts therefore, 
students would need to connect with community. As communities consist of families, another area 
to re-imagine includes welcoming ‘ohana (family), of all ages in the higher education space. Building 
from the recommendations of Native Hawaiian scholar, Lipe (2014), family should be welcomed and 
embraced throughout higher education spaces. Inviting family members (husbands, wives, sons, daugh-
ters) into the academic space should be intuitive as Lipe notes:

Daughters remain with their mothers as they get older because they learn the knowledge of women from their 
mothers. Sons remain with their mothers until they are seven or eight years old at which time they begin to spend 
more time with their fathers, though never cut off completely from their mothers. Therefore, in these ways, young 
children are almost always with their mothers.

Not only does welcoming family into higher education cultivate deeper relations amongst peers, but 
it also allows children to feel safe and included in the academy. Furthermore, this type of atmosphere 
would help to grow a sense of ‘ohana amongst faculty, staff, administration, and students. At the very 
least, onsite child care for all university members including students, faculty, and staff should be pro-
vided as to not prohibit participation but also to keep children close. The intimate knowledge that 
individuals have with each other would help foster these close relationships which could further be 
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enhanced by calling on ancestors. Inviting ancestors into the space through protocol and genealogy, 
relationships can be further deepened.

Conclusion

In a time when Western education and knowledge systems are privileged over all other forms of educa-
tion (Doxtater, 2004), for instance, the mass of men in the white house now have degrees from the more 
prestigious institutions which sets a precedence for the quality and nature of higher education. I urge 
scholars and educators to invite Indigenous ancestral wisdom into the university setting. Though silos 
exist where individuals are tapping into communities and personal experiences to bring ancestral knowl-
edges into the academy, mainstream higher education systems denounce and devalue Indigenous 
ancestral knowledges. Ancestral knowledges are devalued due to the fact that most institutions of 
higher education are not multi-generational and there is a bias against elders and elder knowledge 
and an overemphasis on ‘new’ knowledge. The recommendations presented for the Native Hawaiian 
community are but a few of the ways we can begin to re-imagine higher education as a space that 
welcomes ancestral knowledges. To address the exclusion of ancestral knowledges, we must re-imagine 
the potential of higher education as a place rooted in ancestral knowledges; where the wisdom of our 
ancestors is remembered, valued, and preserved. So that future Hawaiian fisher(wo)man, recognize the 
depth of knowledge and value that the lessons from learning to catch he‘e have in an academic setting.

A year after I had begun graduate school, I watched a film featuring my Great-Grandma Rachel 
walking out on that same reef, speaking (in Hawaiian language) about fishing. She was educating 
a group of students who had flown from O‘ahu to learn from her ancestral knowledges of the place 
she grew up on Kaua‘i. The same waters and reef that I had walked so many times with my father, I 
watched as my Great-Grandma Rachel moved gracefully in the water scanning the reef intently; as I 
watched this video, a pride awakened in me as I had been taught this same process. Little did I know, 
that her teachings would visit me again the following year as I read about her famous fishing skills in 
the book, Hā‘ena: Through the Eyes of the Ancestors (Andrade, 2008). I came to learn about my Great-
Grandmother, through film and text, as a highly respected kūpuna (elder) within our community who 
was often sought after for her wealth of ancestral knowledges and cultural wisdom; knowledges that 
I find transcending into my research and scholarship. Today, I am able to recognize the ways in which 
ancestral knowledges was passed down to me through my father and the ways I have taken lessons 
from the reef and brought them into my studies and scholarship. By way of transforming higher edu-
cation to be a place where ancestral knowledges are invited and respected, we can actively honor our 
ancestors and the generations of research and wisdom they have accumulated for us.

I ulu no ka lālā i ke kumu
The branches grow because of the trunk

Without our ancestors, we would not be here

Notes
1.  Today, there are 28 tribally controlled colleges and three federally chartered Indian colleges throughout 12 states 

(Boyer, 1997). The tribally controlled institutions are chartered by one or more tribes and are locally managed. 
The federally chartered colleges are governed by national boards. Due to the organizational structure of TCUs, 
they are able to define their cultural identity through curricula designed specifically for American Indian students.

2.  My name is Kapua Lililehua Chandler, and I am the daughter of Kirkland Chandler and Hilary Ferris. My paternal 
grandparents are Elizabeth ‘Kapeka’ Mahuiki and Francis Chandler who trace back to the moku (regions) of Na 
Pali, Halele‘a, and Ko‘olau. My maternal grandparents are Helen McElfresh and Robert Ferris and trace back to 
the states of California and Oregon. Among my immediate and extended family, it is a rare privilege that I am 
pursuing a doctoral degree as many of my other Hawaiian siblings as well as first and second cousins have not 
had such opportunities.

3.  I left my island at a young age of eleven to attend a private Native Hawaiian boarding school in OʻAHU whereby I 
continued my education to obtain a Bachelors in Computer Science with a second major in Mathematics; closely 
followed by a Master’s degree in Educational Administration; and now onto a Phd in Higher Education.
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