
Testimony in Strong Support of UH West Oʻahu’s Early Childhood Education P–3 Add a 
Teaching Field Licensure Pathway 

April 20, 2026 
Aloha Chair and Members of the Board, 

My name is Caroline Soga, and I am a tenured faculty member in Early Childhood Education at 
Honolulu Community College. My work focuses on strengthening career pathways, and 
supporting the early childhood workforce across Hawaiʻi. I earned my Ph.D. in Educational 
Psychology from the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, where my research examined how licensed 
teachers transitioned into pre-kindergarten (preK) classrooms and developed as early childhood 
educators. 

I am writing in strong support of the University of Hawaiʻi West Oʻahu (UHWO) Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) P–3 Add a Teaching Field Licensure Pathway.  

More pathways are needed as Hawaiʻi continues to expand public pre-kindergarten. While many 
preK classrooms are staffed by licensed teachers, research—including my own—demonstrates 
that these educators often enter the role without formal preparation in early childhood education. 
This is not a deficit in their teaching ability, but rather a gap in specialized knowledge related to 
child development, developmentally appropriate practice, and early learning pedagogy. I 
identified key supports necessary for their success. When provided with coursework grounded 
in child development, teachers reported increased confidence and were better able to 
implement developmentally appropriate practices. This need is directly addressed in UHWO’s 
pathway which includes early childhood development coursework, building a necessary 
foundation before candidates move into more applied learning. Teachers in my study struggled 
to shift from standards-driven, teacher-directed instruction to child-centered, play-based 
approaches. UHWO’s ECED 415: Early Childhood Curriculum and Instruction provides an 
opportunity for candidates to apply their new foundational knowledge to create meaningful, 
inquiry-based curriculum for young children. Another key finding from my research was the need 
for teachers to develop skills in observation and assessment of young children. UHWO pathway 
includes a course that focuses on observing, documenting, and assessing children’s learning 
directly supporting this transition. Teachers in my study described learning how to “see” children 
differently through observation as a transformative shift in their teaching practice. 

For these reasons, I strongly support UHWO’s ECE P–3 Add a Teaching Field Licensure 
Pathway. 

Mahalo for the opportunity to provide testimony. 

Respectfully, 

Caroline Soga 
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TESTIMONY TO THE HAWAI'I TEACHER STANDARDS BOARD 

Item: New Business Item 25-42 – Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board Executive Director Recommendation to 
the Board of Education  

Position: Strong Opposition   

Hearing: Friday, April 24, 2026, 2:45 pm 

Submitter: Osa Tui, Jr., President - Hawaiʻi State Teachers Association 

Dear members of the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board, 

The Hawaiʻi State Teachers Association (HSTA) is in strong opposition to the proposed recommendation to 
reappoint Felicia Villalobos to the position of Executive Director for a new four-year term. While we 
acknowledge the administrative duties she has fulfilled over her current term, her executive leadership is 
directly tied to recent board decisions, recommendations, and policy stances that have actively restricted and 
negatively impacted the educator workforce in our state. As the Executive Director guiding the board's 
strategic direction, she bears responsibility for an approach that increasingly prioritizes restrictive barriers 
over flexible, supportive solutions. 

We are deeply concerned with the direction the agency has taken on a number of critical issues under her 
leadership. First is the agency's steadfast position opposing legislative efforts that would extend the allowable 
time for emergency hires from three to five years. During a period of severe educator shortages across our 
islands, it is entirely counterproductive to oppose measures that would give dedicated and desperately 
needed emergency hires the necessary time to complete their licensure requirements while continuing to 
serve our students. It is illogical and ultimately hurts our keiki to remove these educators who are making a 
good faith effort to obtain their certifications in an especially financially difficult time, only to replace them 
with long-term substitutes. 
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Furthermore, we have deep concerns regarding the board's moratorium on all out-of-state Educator 
Preparation Providers seeking initial program approval to become a State Approved Teacher Education 
Program in Hawaiʻi. This moratorium, which began in late 2023 under her tenure and is set to remain in effect 
until December 31, 2026, severely restricts vital avenues for credentialing. At a time when we should be 
expanding every possible pathway into the teaching profession, blocking institutions that are willing to 
prepare future educators only exacerbates the staffing crisis in our public school system. 

Additionally, for teachers making progress toward earning their certifications to teach in our Kaiapuni 
classrooms, the board under her direction has put up new barriers and administrative hurdles which are 
negatively impacting their ability to earn licensure. When the demand for Kaiapuni education is far outpacing 
the system's capacity, the standards board continues to act as a barrier rather than the collaborative partner 
they should be in the critical area of Hawaiian education. 

Given the urgent need to recruit and retain teachers in Hawaiʻi, the state desperately needs an administrative 
apparatus and executive leadership at the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board that prioritizes building pathways 
rather than erecting roadblocks. Because the recent actions of the agency under the leadership of Felicia 
Villalobos have consistently sought to limit rather than expand these vital avenues for our educators, we must 
register our serious concern regarding this recommendation. Therefore, the HSTA respectfully urges the 
members of the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board to oppose her reappointment to this position. 

Mahalo for your time and consideration. 
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Outlook

Testimony on NBI 25-42 (April 24, 2026 General Business Meeting 2:45 PM Agenda)

From Sen. Donna Mercado Kim <senkim@capitol.hawaii.gov>
Date Tue 4/21/2026 2:59 PM
To HTSB <htsb@hawaii.gov>

From the Office of
Senator Donna Mercado Kim

April 21, 2026
Aloha Chair and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board,
Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on New Business Item (NBI) 25-42, relating to the
proposed recommendation to the Hawaiʻi State Board of Education for the reappointment of Ms. Felicia
Villalobos as Executive Director for a four-year term from July 1, 2026 through June 30, 2030.
I respectfully express serious concerns and opposition to proceeding with this action at this time.
This proposed reappointment is being considered at a particularly sensitive and transitional moment for
the Board. The Senate has recently exercised its constitutional role by confirming four new members and
one returning member to the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board, all of whom will begin their terms on
July 1, 2026. These appointments reflect a deliberate effort to ensure that the Board is positioned with
the appropriate composition and perspective moving forward.
However, it appears that the current Board—comprised in part of members whose nominations were
not confirmed or were withdrawn—may be advancing this reappointment prior to the seating of the
newly confirmed members. Taking action on a four-year executive leadership contract under these
circumstances raises concerns about whether this decision may inadvertently circumvent the views and
judgment of the incoming Board.
In addition, I note that legislation is actively advancing this session that would require legislative
confirmation of the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board Executive Director. Proceeding with a long-term
reappointment at this stage could effectively preempt or undermine the intent of that measure,
particularly as it relates to strengthening legislative oversight and ensuring accountability for this critical
position.
Given these factors, I respectfully urge the Board to defer action on NBI 25-42 until:

The newly confirmed Board members are seated and able to fully participate in this decision; and
The Legislature has completed its consideration of measures that may directly impact the
appointment and oversight of the Executive Director position. This approach would promote
transparency, uphold the integrity of the governance process, and ensure that such a significant
decision reflects the full and current composition of the Board, as well as the evolving policy
framework under consideration by the Legislature.
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Thank you for your thoughtful consideration of these concerns and for your continued service to our
educators and students across Hawaiʻi.
Sincerely,

Donna Mercado Kim
State Senator, District 14
Chair, Senate Committee on Education
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Date: April 22, 2026 

Subject: Opposition to NBI 25-41: The Hawai'i Teacher Standards Board Executive Director’s 
Evaluation Recommendation for 2025-2026 

To the Members of the Hawai'i Teacher Standards Board, 

I am writing to formally submit testimony in opposition to NBI 25-41, which recommends a 
"Commendable" performance rating for Executive Director Felicia Villalobos for the 2025-2026 
cycle. While the evaluation highlights certain administrative successes, there are critical areas of 
concern regarding the Director’s leadership and its impact on the educator community that 
warrant a reconsideration of this rating. 

The current approach to program oversight has shifted from a partnership to a more adversarial 
relationship. This change is hurting the very institutions that train our teachers. Many EPP 
leaders feel their expertise is being dismissed or undervalued, creating a divide between the 
programs and the Board. More concerning is that many stakeholders are now hesitant to speak 
up about these issues. There is a growing fear that voicing a grievance regarding the Executive 
Director's leadership will result in professional retaliation, leading to a culture where people are 
afraid to provide honest feedback. 

The Executive Director's advocacy for "high standards" and “accountability” has been used to 
create unnecessary barriers, thereby obstructing the mission of increasing the number of 
qualified teachers in Hawai'i. There is significant concern that the current decision-making 
strategies do not align with the goal of facilitating reasonable licensure pathways. For potential 
teachers, this rigid interpretation of rules has led to the denial of licenses and requirements to 
redo coursework, resulting in undue financial hardship and emotional stress during an already 
critical teacher shortage. 

A major professional concern is the tendency to change rules or interpretations mid-semester 
without a clear implementation plan. This lack of transparency and predictability undermines the 
stability that EPPs and teacher candidates require to succeed. 

While maintaining high standards is essential, it should not come at the cost of a collaborative 
culture or the creation of unnecessary obstacles for those entering the profession. For these 
reasons, I respectfully oppose the "Commendable" rating and urge the Board to address these 
issues. 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this testimony. 

Hope Pualani McKeen 
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April 21, 2026 

To: Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board 

From: Francine Medeiros, Program Director, Institute for Native Pacific Education and Culture 

(INPEACE) 

Re: Testimony in Support of NBI 25-48 

Position: Support 

Meetings: 

April 24, 2026 HTSB Teacher Education Committee Meeting, Agenda Item III H (NBI 25-48 

Consideration of iteach-Hawaiʻi Letter of Intent to Plan Initial License and Add a Teaching Field 

Programs in Early Childhood Education) 

April 24, 2026 HTSB General Business Meeting, Agenda Item VI X (NBI 25-48 Consideration of 

iteach-Hawaiʻi Letter of Intent to Plan Initial License and Add a Teaching Field Programs in 

Early Childhood Education) 

Aloha Chair and Members of the Board, 

The Institute for Native Pacific Education and Culture (INPEACE) supports NBI 25-48 and the 

proposed development of early childhood education licensure pathways by iteach Hawaiʻi. 

INPEACE’s work to strengthen Native Hawaiian communities through education includes a 

strong focus on early learning, workforce development, and building pathways for local 

residents to enter and advance in education careers. Expanding accessible routes to teacher 

licensure—especially in early childhood—aligns with that mission. 

Hawaiʻi’s continued expansion of preschool access has increased the need for qualified early 

childhood educators, and additional pathways are needed to meet that demand. The proposed 

programs create a flexible pathway for individuals already working in early learning and 

childcare settings to become licensed teachers, while also supporting current teachers in adding 

an early childhood field. 

Increasing the number of licensed early childhood educators supports not only schools, but also 

the broader network of community-based early learning programs serving Hawaiʻi’s children and 

families. 

For these reasons, INPEACE respectfully urges the Board to approve NBI 25-48. 

Mahalo for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Francine Medeiros, Ka Lama Education Academy, Program Director 

Institute for Native Pacific Education and Culture (INPEACE) 
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TO:​ Hawaii Teacher Standards Board​
650 Iwilei Road, Suite 268​
Honolulu, Hawaii  96817​

FROM:​ Stephanie Furuta​
Program Chair of Graduate & Non-Licensure Programs 
School of Teacher Education, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 

SUBJECT:​ General Business Meeting 
Agenda Item VI.F: NBI 25-41 The Hawaii Teacher Standards Board Executive 
Director's Evaluation Recommendation for 2025-2026 
Agenda Item VI.F: NBI 25-42 The Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board Executive 
Director Recommendation to the Board of Education 

POSITION: ​ Oppose 

Aloha Chair Miyamae, Vice Chair Ozaki, and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teachers Standards 
Board, 

My name is Stephanie Furuta, and I am the Program Chair of Graduate & Non-Licensure 
Programs in the School of Teacher Education (STE) at UH-Mānoa’s College of Education. 

I appreciate the opportunity to submit testimony in opposition of NBI 25-41, which approves an 
overall commendable evaluation of Executive Director Felicia Villalobos, and NBI 25-42, which 
recommends the reappointment of the Executive Director. 

The Executive Director’s evaluation was informed by data gathered from Board members, HTSB 
staff, and the Executive Director herself. However, critical stakeholders, particularly educator 
preparation programs and community partners who work closely with HTSB, were not provided 
a meaningful opportunity to contribute feedback or inform the evaluation process. Inclusion of 
these perspectives would likely have resulted in a more comprehensive and balanced assessment. 

Over time, it has become increasingly difficult to collaborate effectively with the Executive 
Director and the HTSB. The following concerns, among others, have contributed to growing 
frustration and a perception of gatekeeping in teacher preparation efforts, stemming from both 
organizational practices and leadership approach: 

● Communication from the Executive Director is often unclear, inconsistent, and not
sufficiently responsive to time sensitive program needs.

● Messaging and guidance from the Executive Director have at times been inconsistent,
leading to confusion among stakeholders and undermining confidence in
decision-making processes.
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●​ There is a lack of transparency in the program review process, including unclear 
expectations, shifting criteria, and limited opportunities for dialogue or clarification. 

●​ Interactions with leadership have, at times, fostered an adversarial rather than 
collaborative environment, contributing to a culture of fear and hesitation instead of one 
grounded in shared responsibility and partnership. 

●​ Teacher candidates are adversely impacted, both financially and professionally, when 
they are unable to secure licensure in critical shortage areas, such as kaiapuni education, 
due to inefficient, ineffective, and unnecessarily cumbersome review processes. 

Collectively, these issues hinder progress toward our shared goal of strengthening Hawaiʻi’s 
educator workforce and addressing persistent teacher shortages. A transparent, consistent, and 
collaborative leader is essential to ensuring that HTSB can effectively support educator 
preparation programs and the candidates they serve. I do not support Executive Director 
Villalobos’ evaluation rating, or her reappointment from July 1, 2026 - June 30, 2030. 

Thank you for your attention to this important personnel matter and for your continued 
commitment to strengthening Hawaiʻi’s public education system. 
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April 21, 2026 

To: Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board 

From: Francine Medeiros, Program Director, Institute for Native Pacific Education and Culture 

(INPEACE) 

Re: Testimony in Support of NBI 25-28 

Position: Support 

Meetings: 

April 24, 2026 HTSB Teacher Education Committee Meeting, Agenda Item III A (NBI 25-28 

Consideration of UHWO’s ECED Add a Teaching Field Licensure Pathway (P-3) for in -service 

teachers who currently hold a teaching license and with to add Pre-K to their teaching license.) 

April 24, 2026 HTSB General Business Meeting, Agenda Item III.A (NBI 25-28 Consideration of 

UHWO’s ECED Add a Teaching Field Licensure Pathway (P-3) for in -service teachers who 

currently hold a teaching license and with to add Pre-K to their teaching license.) 

Aloha Chair and Members of the Board, 

The Institute for Native Pacific Education and Culture (INPEACE) supports NBI 25-28 and the 

proposed development of early childhood education licensure pathways by iteach Hawaiʻi. 

INPEACE’s work to strengthen Native Hawaiian communities through education includes a 

strong focus on early learning, workforce development, and building pathways for local 

residents to enter and advance in education careers. Expanding accessible routes to teacher 

licensure—especially in early childhood—aligns with that mission. 

Hawaiʻi’s continued expansion of preschool access has increased the need for qualified early 

childhood educators, and additional pathways are needed to meet that demand. The proposed 

programs create a flexible pathway for individuals already working in early learning and 

childcare settings to become licensed teachers, while also supporting current teachers in adding 

an early childhood field. 

Increasing the number of licensed early childhood educators supports not only schools, but also 

the broader network of community-based early learning programs serving Hawaiʻi’s children and 

families. 

For these reasons, INPEACE respectfully urges the Board to approve NBI 25-28. 

Mahalo for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Francine Medeiros, Ka Lama Education Academy, Program Director 

Institute for Native Pacific Education and Culture (INPEACE) 
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Outlook

[EXTERNAL] Testimony for NBI 25-32

From Aaron J Levine <alevine@hawaii.edu>
Date Wed 4/22/2026 10:52 AM
To HTSB <htsb@hawaii.gov>

TO: Hawaii Teacher Standards Board
General Business Meeting
650 Iwilei Road, Suite 268
Honolulu, Hawaii  96817 

FROM: Aaron Levine
Partnership and Placement Coordinator
School of Teacher Education, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa

SUBJECT: Teacher Education Committee Meeting
Testimony - Item E, NBI 25-32 Establish Committee to Strengthen Program Review Process

POSITION: Support

Aloha Chair Miyamae, Vice Chair Ozaki, and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teachers Standards 
Board,

My name is Aaron Levine. I am a teacher educator in the School of Teacher Education at the 
College of Education, UH Manoa.

I strongly support NBI 25-32, Establish Committee to Strengthen Program Review Process. 
Establishing a committee to improve the program review process would honor the expertise of 
preparation programs, HIDOE, and other stakeholder groups and promote a more collaborative 
environment between HTSB and stakeholders. Improvements to the current program review 
process are necessary to ultimately allow for more timely reviews that work to deliver quality 
preparation programs and support P-12 student success.

Mahalo for volunteering your time to HTSB and for your commitment to teacher quality.
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TO:​ Hawaii Teacher Standards Board​
650 Iwilei Road, Suite 268​
Honolulu, Hawaii  96817​

FROM:​ Stephanie Buelow​
Professor and Program Chair of Undergraduate & Post Baccalaureate Programs 
School of Teacher Education, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 

SUBJECT:​ General Business Meeting 
Testimony 
Agenda Item VI.F: NBI 25-41 The Hawaii Teacher Standards Board Executive 
Director's Evaluation Recommendation for 2025-2026 

Agenda Item VI.F: NBI 25-42 The Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board Executive 
Director Recommendation to the Board of Education 

POSITION: ​ Oppose 

Aloha Chair Miyamae, Vice Chair Ozaki, and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teachers Standards 
Board, 

My name is Stephanie Buelow, and I am a Professor and the Program Chair of Undergraduate & 
Post Baccalaureate Programs in the School of Teacher Education (STE) at UH-Mānoa’s College 
of Education. 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony in opposition to NBI 25-41 and NBI 25-42, 
which approves an overall commendable evaluation of Executive Director Felicia Villalobos, and 
NBI 25-42, which recommends the reappointment of the Executive Director. 

While the Executive Director’s evaluation reflects input gathered from Board members, HTSB 
staff, and the Executive Director herself, it does not include feedback from key external 
stakeholders, particularly Educator Preparation Programs (EPPs) and community partners who 
work closely with HTSB and are directly impacted by its policies and processes. Relying 
primarily on internally generated data, especially within a structure where the Executive Director 
holds positional authority,raises concerns about the completeness and objectivity of the 
evaluation. A more  comprehensive assessment would include perspectives from all stakeholders 
engaged in program review, teacher preparation, and implementation efforts across the state.   

Mahalo for your time and consideration, and for your continued commitment to public education 
in Hawaiʻi. 
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The Senate 
Ka ‘Aha Kenekoa 

S T A T E  C A P I T O L  
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April 22, 2026 

Aloha Chair and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board, 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on New Business Item 25-42 regarding the 
Executive Director position. 

I am writing to recommend that the Board refrain from taking action on this item at this time. 

At its core, this is a question of timing and process. Decisions of this magnitude—particularly 
those involving long-term executive leadership—carry implications that extend well beyond the 
present moment. As such, they warrant the participation of the full Board as it is intended to be 
constituted moving forward, not solely as it exists today. 

The Board is on the verge of welcoming newly confirmed members who will soon assume their 
roles and responsibilities. These individuals were selected through a formal confirmation process 
to help shape the Board’s direction. Proceeding before they are seated effectively excludes them 
from a foundational decision that will influence the Board’s work during their tenure. 

Equally important is maintaining public confidence in the Board’s decision-making. Acting on a 
multi-year contract during a period of transition may create the perception that a consequential 
determination is being made without the benefit of full representation or continuity. Even if 
unintentional, this perception can undermine trust in the process. 

There is also ongoing legislative activity that could modify how the Executive Director role is 
filled and overseen. Taking action now, ahead of that outcome, risks placing the Board in a 
position where its decision may soon conflict with or need to be revisited in light of new 
statutory requirements. 

For these reasons, a pause would be the most prudent course. Allowing the new members to be 
seated and the legislative process to conclude would ensure that this decision is made with full 
participation, clearer guidance, and stronger alignment with evolving policy. 
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Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
Lynn DeCoite 
State Senator, District 7 
Chair, Senate Committee on Economic Development and Tourism 
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HTSB TESTIMONY 

DATE: April 22, 2026 

FROM: Sara Cook, Professor, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, College of Education, Department of 
Special Education 

MEETING: General Business 

AGENDA ITEM: VI.F: NBI 25-41 The Hawaii Teacher Standards Board Executive Director's 
Evaluation Recommendation for 2025-2026 

POSITION:  Oppose 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * 

My name is Dr. Sara Cook, and I am a Professor of Special Education at the University of Hawaiʻi at 
Mānoa. I am submitting testimony in opposition to NBI 25-41, which recommends a “commendable” 
rating for the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board (HTSB) Executive Director for the 2025–2026 evaluation 
cycle. 

I want to begin by acknowledging the importance of HTSB’s role in maintaining high standards for the 
teaching profession in Hawaiʻi. As an educator and program leader, I strongly support rigorous 
preparation, licensure, and accountability systems that ensure all students are served by well-prepared 
teachers. This is a shared responsibility across entities—including educator preparation programs (EPPs), 
the Hawaiʻi Department of Education (HIDOE), and HTSB—and it requires strong, collaborative 
partnerships. 

Based on my direct experience working within the HTSB program review process, I do not believe the 
current leadership demonstrates a “commendable” level of performance in collaboration, communication, 
or partnership. Whereas the evaluation highlights strong administrative capacity and a commitment to 
high standards, the HTSB Executive Director Evaluation (NBI 25-41) contains qualitative data that raise 
concerns about unclear processes, strained stakeholder relationships, and barriers to program approval. 
These concerns are not isolated—they reflect broader systemic issues. 

In my experience, HTSB’s current approach does not function as a collaborative partnership. Instead, it 
often feels adversarial, where preparation programs are treated less as expert partners and more as entities 
to be scrutinized and controlled. This concern is explicitly reflected in the HTSB Executive Director 
Evaluation (NBI 25-41), Standard 1 comments, which note that “processes for NBI submission and 
program review are unclear, which has led to growing frustration over time,” and that the Executive 
Director “does not facilitate conversation to address these barriers, but rather advocates for hard lines and 
punitive actions.” 

The same evaluation further notes a lack of “multiple perspectives with balanced dialogue” and concerns 
regarding maintaining effective relationships with partner organizations. These statements, drawn directly 
from the Board’s own evaluation, raise serious concerns about whether the current approach reflects the 
collaborative model that Hawaiʻi’s education system requires. 

UNIVERSITY 
of  HAWAI‘I 

MĀNOA 

College of Education 
Department of Special Education 
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My own experience submitting an Add-a-Field Teacher Leader program reinforces these concerns. 
Although our program is an established, accredited graduate program aligned with the Teacher Leader 
Model Standards, the review process introduced shifting and expanding expectations over time. We were 
asked to provide increasingly detailed course-level artifacts—such as assignments, handouts, and 
instructional materials—that were not part of the original application requirements. Expectations also 
appeared to shift across frameworks, creating confusion about the criteria being used for approval. At 
multiple points, feedback did not identify specific deficiencies, but instead introduced new requirements, 
effectively creating a moving target. 

This experience aligns directly with concerns documented in the HTSB Executive Director Evaluation 
(NBI 25-41), comments, which state that “opportunities to advance the teaching profession… are met 
with scrutiny that extend beyond HTSB’s purview for program review,” and that processes require 
additional evidence requests that create inefficiencies for EPPs. 

The evaluation also highlights broader concerns about stakeholder interactions, noting in comments that 
leadership often creates “more friction than is necessary with external partners and legislators,” and that 
decision-making does not align with facilitating reasonable licensure pathways. Staff feedback further 
raises concerns about internal climate, noting that at times individuals feel they must “tiptoe” in response 
to leadership interactions. 

Taken together, these statements—drawn directly from the HTSB Executive Director Evaluation—
suggest a pattern of unclear processes, expanding expectations, and strained relationships with key 
partners. This pattern is inconsistent with a “commendable” rating, particularly in a state facing ongoing 
teacher shortages that require strong collaboration across systems. Whereas I acknowledge there are 
several comments in the qualitative data that reflect the strength of Director Villalobos’s leadership, the 
positive testimony does not reflect the experiences of actual community stakeholders required to work 
and collaborate with HTSB on program proposals, reports, audits, and accreditation.  

As Senator Troy Hashimoto noted in the March 30 Senate Education Committee meeting, Hawaiʻi 
“desperately needs a licensing board that operates as a collaborative partner.” I could not agree more. 
HTSB plays a critical role in Hawaiʻi’s education system, and strong leadership is essential. However, 
leadership must be evaluated not only on administrative performance, but on the ability to build trust, 
foster collaboration, and support a shared mission across partners. 

At this time, I do not believe the evidence supports a “commendable” rating. I respectfully urge the Board 
to consider a nuanced evaluation—one that fully accounts for stakeholder experiences and prioritizes a 
shift toward a more collaborative, transparent, and partnership-driven approach. 

Mahalo for the opportunity to provide testimony and for your continued work in service of Hawaiʻi’s 
educators and students. 

 
Sara Cook 
 

On Time Testimony for 4/24/2026 General Business Meeting Received 4/22/2026 at 2:11 PM (HST)



The Senate 
Ka ‘Aha Kenekoa 

S T A T E  C A P I T O L  
H O N O L U L U ,  H A W A I ‘ I   9 6 8 1 3

 
 
 

 

April 22, 2026 

Aloha Chair and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board, 

I am writing in strong opposition to New Business Item (NBI) 25-42, relating to the proposed 
recommendation to the Hawaiʻi State Board of Education for the reappointment of Ms. Felicia 
Villalobos as Executive Director for a four-year term from July 1, 2026 through June 30, 2030. 

The issue here is not just the individual or the position, it is the timing and the process. 

Within the next few weeks, the composition of this Board will change. The Senate has already 
confirmed incoming members who will soon take their seats and be responsible for the direction 
of this body. Moving forward with a long-term executive contract before they are sworn in shuts 
them out of a decision they will ultimately have to carry. That is not a small procedural concern, 
it goes directly to governance and accountability. 

There is also active legislation this session that may change how this position is selected and 
overseen. Acting now, before that work is finished, risks getting ahead of the policy direction the 
Legislature is still in the process of deciding. A four-year commitment made under the current 
structure could limit the effectiveness of those changes. 

For those reasons, I strongly oppose moving forward on this item at this time and urge the Board 
to hold off until the new members are seated, and the legislative process is complete. 

Mahalo for your consideration and for your service to our educators and students. 

Mahalo, 

Senator Samantha DeCorte, Senate District 22   
Ko ‘Olina, Nānākuli, Mā‘ili, Wai‘anae, Mākaha, and Mākua 
(808) 586-7793 | sendecorte@capitol.hawaii.gov
Hawaii State Capitol, Room #223, Honolulu HI, 96813
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Outlook

[EXTERNAL] Testimony for NBI 25-41 & 25-42

From Aaron J Levine <alevine@hawaii.edu>
Date Wed 4/22/2026 2:23 PM
To HTSB <htsb@hawaii.gov>

TO: Hawaii Teacher Standards Board
650 Iwilei Road, Suite 268
Honolulu, Hawaii  96817  

FROM: Aaron Levine
Partnership and Placement Coordinator

School of Teacher Education, University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa

SUBJECT: General Business Meeting
Testimony

Agenda Item VI.F: NBI 25-41 The Hawaii Teacher Standards Board Executive Director's 
Evaluation Recommendation for 2025-2026
Agenda Item VI.F: NBI 25-42 The Hawaiʻi Teacher Standards Board Executive Director 
Recommendation to the Board of Education

POSITION: Oppose

Aloha Chair Miyamae, Vice Chair Ozaki, and Members of the Hawaiʻi Teachers Standards Board,

My name is Aaron Levine. I am a teacher educator in the School of Teacher Education at the College of 
Education, UH Manoa.

I oppose NBI 25-41, The Hawai‘i Teacher Standards Board Executive Director’s Evaluation 
Recommendation for 2025-2026 and NBI 25-42, Hawai‘i Teacher Standards Board Executive Director 
Recommendation to the Board of Education. 

The process to evaluate the Executive Director did not include very important stakeholder groups such as 
preparation programs, HIDOE, and community partners. As such, the recommendations stated in the 
NBI’s reflect an exclusive, albeit important, perspective of HTSB Board Members and Staff. Reaching 
out to a broader stakeholder group would provide more comprehensive data to better assess the Executive 
Director’s overall performance.

Given the deadline for this testimony I do not have the time to provide a lengthy evaluation of the 
Executive Director’s (ED) performance using the existing Standards. While there are areas I believe the 
ED is competent, i.e., being informed about national trends and policy in different states, and advocacy 
with the legislature, the ED has at times fallen short in consistently reaching out and collaborating with 
external stakeholders such as preparation programs. 
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Too many proposed NBIs that directly impact stakeholders appear before the Board for consideration 
without prior consultation with the stakeholders. This gives stakeholders a very limited window for input 
during formal testimony, and most of the time any critical feedback at the final hour appears to be 
marginalized given that the overwhelming majority of NBIs pass. To be fair, the ED’s agenda is 
ultimately driven by the HTSB, so it is difficult to pinpoint what parties may be driving this perceived 
non-collaborative approach to working with stakeholders. 

A more proactive collaborative approach is necessary in order for HTSB to implement thoughtful policy 
that works to support the teaching profession and ultimately support P-12 student success.

Mahalo for volunteering your time to HTSB and for your commitment to teacher quality.
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Testimony  
Name:  Michelle Igarashi, PhD   
Position:  Dean of Arts and Sciences 
Organization: Leeward Community College  
Meeting: April 24, 2026  
Agenda item: TITLE: New Business Item 25-29 Leeward Community College's Special 
Education P-3 Initial Licensure Program Review Decision  
Position: Oppose Review Committee’s Recommendation with Comment  

Leeward Community College’s Special Education Program is seeking approval to 
recommend completers for initial licensure in the grade band below: Special Education, 
P-3.

Position: Leeward CC (LEE) strongly supports the proposal and requests HTSB 
approve the application for LEE’s Special Education P-3 Initial Licensure Program.  

We urge the Board to approve this application based on the following points: 

1. Parity with Existing Accredited Programs

The Review Committee contends LEE's program consists of approximately 22 semester 
credits, which is insufficient compared to a 30-credit "standard." However, the proposal 
includes 

● Credit Hour Alignment: LEE’s program consists of 21 credits of methodology
coursework and 4 credits of field practicum. The University of Hawai'i at Mānoa’s
(UHM) Post-Baccalaureate in SPED, also requires 21 credits of content study.

● Field Experience: LEE’s program requires 450 hours of supervised clinical
experience, meeting the strict requirements of HAR §8-54-19 (5)(A).

2. Comprehensive Program Redesign and New Coursework
The recommendation claims the program relies on K-6 and 6-12 materials, thereby not 
applicable to P-3. LEE has undergone a rigorous two-year process to develop early 
childhood-specific content, which was shared with HTSB in September 2023: 

● Targeted New Courses: LEE developed three brand-new courses specifically for
this licensure: Early Childhood Development and Intervention: Theory into
Practice, IDEA Part C/Part B (619) and IFSP/IEP Development, and a dedicated
P-3 Field Practicum.

● Specialized Content: As explained via submitted syllabi and course descriptions,
these courses are aligned with the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) Early
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Childhood Special Education standards, Hawai'i Early Learning Development 
Standards (HELDS), and/or IDEA Part C/B. 

3. Addressing the "Insufficient Evidence" Findings 
The Committee cited "insufficient evidence" for various Hawai'i Specific Requirements 
(HAR §8-54-19). However, the program has already integrated those revisions into its 
core methodology: 

●​ Literacy and Reading: LEE's ED 332 course was specifically redesigned to 
introduce candidates to the developmental continuum of literacy and support 
language development for early learners. 

●​ Aligned with the Hawaiʻi Early Learning Development Standards (HELDS), LEE’s 
curriculum ensures candidates meet state frameworks through a "Content 
Standards Matrix" that mandates high levels of cultural responsiveness. 
Candidates must apply knowledge of "social, cultural, and linguistic diversity" to 
build partnerships with families and design "meaningful and culturally responsive 
learning experiences." 

●​ Assessment Tools: LEE created a new Early Childhood/PK-3 SPED Candidate 
Observation Form to ensure candidates are evaluated on developmentally 
appropriate practices. 

4. Critical Need for Early Childhood SPED Educators 
LEE’s program is uniquely positioned to address the shortage of qualified P-3 Special 
Education teachers through its established partnerships with SPED classrooms across 
diverse communities. Rejecting this program based on perceived credit counts—which 
align with other state institutions—unnecessarily delays the entry of qualified 
professionals into Early Childhood Special Education, an area facing critical demand. 

Leeward Community College has demonstrated a clear commitment to meeting HTSB 
standards through extensive course redesign and the addition of specialized early 
childhood faculty expertise. We respectfully request that the Board overturn the 
Committee’s recommendation and approve the Special Education P-3 Initial Licensure 
program to support the growth of Hawai'i's teacher workforce. 
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