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TESTIMONY BEFORE THE BOARD OF 
EDUCATION 

 
 
 
TUESDAY, MARCH 1, 2016 
 
COREY ROSENLEE, PRESIDENT 
HAWAII STATE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION 
 
 
Chair Mizumoto and Members of the Board:  
 
The Hawaii State Teachers Association is asking the Board of Education to support 
HSTA’s vision for public education called, “The Schools Our Keiki Deserve.” 
 
Every year, the Hawaii State Board of Education faces a dilemma. You want to 
improve education, but solutions require funding.  Whether it is chronic teacher 
shortages, lowering class sizes, or cooling overheated classrooms, the reality is that 
Hawaii’s public schools are underfunded.  
 
Historically, this underfunding served a purpose: perpetuating a discriminatory 
class system. During the era of the Big Five in Hawaii, 75 percent of the land was 
controlled by a few wealthy business owners, who did not want to support their 
workers’ children with taxes. One plantation manager said, “Every penny we spend 
educating these kids beyond the sixth grade is wasted.” Another said, “Public 
education beyond the fourth grade is not only a waste, it is a menace. We spend 
money to educate them and they will destroy us.” They knew that if plantation 
children became educated, they would have choices and demand better wages. The 
best way for the Big Five to keep profits high, then, was to undermine public 
schools.  
 
Since then, public school underfunding has lingered. In the 1920s, “federal 
commissioners complained that Hawai’i’s unique system of taxation was not 
adequate to support a first class American public school system.” Real property 
assessments were too low. Honolulu’s real-property tax fell below the median for 47 
comparable mainland cities, although the city and county of Honolulu ranked far 



above most other cities in taxable wealth. In turn, this led to high class sizes, 
inadequate teacher pay, high teacher turnover, and degraded facilities. Sound 
familiar?  
 
Today, Hawai’i has the lowest property taxes in the nation, as well as the lowest 
percentage of state and local expenditures for public education. When compared to 
other school districts, we rank last in per pupil spending and teacher pay adjusted 
for cost of living, leading to the country’s leading teacher turnover rate. According to 
former assistant superintendent Ray L’Heureux, we are last in the nation in capital 
improvement spending per student per year, too. Unsurprisingly, Hawai’i also leads 
the nation in private school attendance. Nearly 38 percent of students in Honolulu 
attending private schools. 
 
Earlier this year, HSTA conducted a statewide poll on education and educational 
funding. A survey of 500 likely voters was conducted on landlines and cell phones 
using professional interviewers. The margin of error for the whole sample is +/- 4.38 
percentage points at the 95 percentile level of confidence. Our findings concluded: 
 

• 74 percent support increasing funding for public education; 
• 48 percent support increasing the GET for education (48 percent are 

opposed); 
• 57 percent support raising the GET to support the Schools Our Keiki Deserve 

vision for public education; 
• Public support for individual components of the Schools Our Keiki deserve is 

high, with: 
o 87 percent support increasing funding for facilities; 
o 83 percent support increasing funding for the arts; 
o 79 percent support increasing funding for vocational education; 
o 78 percent support increasing funding for public preschools; 
o 77 percent support increasing funding for classroom supplies; 
o 77 percent support increasing funding for higher teacher salaries. 

 
Thus, the public will support higher taxes for education, as long as they know how 
those taxes will be spent. Schools Our Keiki Deserve expresses to the public how we 
are going to improve our schools and pay for these changes.  
 
We are here, today, to request your support for our plan. If the education 
community joins together to demand better resources for our schools, we can create 
21st Century schools. Vice Chair Delima, you have often spoke about the need to  
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increase resources for special education, a need echoed by Assistant Superintendent 
Mulcahy, who calls our special education problem a crisis because we can’t fill 
positions. I have appreciated working with Asistant Superintendent Carlson on 
putting to install air conditioning, and Assistant Superintendent Kunz on the 
details of the DOE’s budget.  
 
Our vision is not merely HSTA’s vision. It encompasses all stakeholders impacted 
by education inequality. Will anyone here say that they are against improving our 
facilities, strengthening special education, raising teacher salaries, or lowering class 
sizes? Of course not. On this, we all agree. 
 
On this, we must act.  
 
 



Marko Cristal <marko.cristal@ewamakai.org>

03/01/2016 07:54 AM

To boe_hawaii@notes.k12.hi.us 
cc  

Subject Testimony BOE Agenda March 1st 
1:30pm 

To Whom It May Concern, 

I am especially concerned about # 1 because during the first quarter of my second year teaching I decided to try having a Socratic Seminar for the 
first time. Worried about how possible awkward silences, and students being terrified of speaking in front of their peers, I felt nervous about the 
lesson. Yet something extraordinary took place in my third period that turned into the most memorable experience I have had teaching. In the 
book we were discussing, Gathering Blue  by Lois Lowry, the main character is a disabled girl who just lost her mother to a sickness and beasts 
while hunting killed her father. At the end of the novel, she is reunited with her father. Her best friend is able to locate her father and bring him to 
her, which she learns about his disabilities and the village he lives in.  This experience of being disabled and not truly knowing one’s parents 
resonated deeply with my students.
 
One student shared about his disabled brother, and how he treats him just like a normal brother. Another student, who usually is distracted in 
class, shared the story of how her aunt perseveres in the face of a skin disease by participating in pageants. Other students talked about how they 
do not know their biological fathers, or how they thought they saw their dad, whom they thought was in jail, at the grocery store. Lastly one 
student, who is usually smiling and joking with others, shared how he was visiting his biological mother on the mainland. In tears, he shared with 
the class the fact that she sent him back to Hawai’i earlier than planned because “she didn’t want to see me anymore”. He shared how he felt 
rejected, and confused. This brought half the class, including myself, to tears. Afterwards, the class consoled their peers…
 
That day I learned something very valuable, that my classroom is possibly one of the most stable and safe places my students have. Everyday, 
they know they have a place where their teachers and classmates are looking out for their best interest, and believe they can achieve greatness. I 
realized that each of my students struggles with different issues when they leave the school grounds. It gave me a greater insight as to the realities 
that my students face; that their home lives were as complex as the texts we were studying. But this experience also showed me the importance of 
giving students opportunities to connect to literature in an organic, deep, and meaningful way.

 

 

Thank you for your time,

Marko Angelo Cristal 

8th grade ELA teacher, ASP Co-Coordinator, TFA Hawaii Humanities 
Instructional Mentor 

Ewa Makai Middle School 

marko.cristal@ewamakai.org

-- 
Thank you,
Marko Cristal
Team 8C English Teacher
Ewa Makai Middle School 
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