
ABOUT THE PROGRAM
The Teacher of the Year award is part of a prestigious national program that honors teaching excellence in the United States. Each
year the Hawaii State Teacher of the Year is chosen from one of the eight HIDOE district teacher winners following a rigorous
selection process that includes the teacher’s ability to inspire students to learn; to have earned respect among students, parents,
and peers; to be active in the community as well as school; and to be able to perform the task of representing the teaching
profession nationally and internationally. In December 2016, a national selection committee will convene in Washington D.C. to
determine the four finalists. In April 2017, the President of the United States will introduce the National Teacher of the Year and all
State Teachers of the Year to the nation. 

ABOUT THE SPONSORS
Our corporate sponsors proudly acknowledge teaching excellence in Hawaii’s public schools. The Polynesian Cultural Center,
which has sponsored the program for 30 years, provides monetary awards to all teacher-winners. The Hawaiian Electric
Company recognizes each teacher with a gift. The Hawaii Schools Federal Credit Union awards a monetary prize. The
Hawaii Automobile Dealers’ Association, a co-sponsor for 17 years, provides the State Teacher of the Year with the use of a
new car for an entire year.

“There is no wealth like knowledge and there is no
other act more noble than sharing” is the belief
that drives Sung Man Park as a teacher.  The

mathematics teacher has taught in public schools for 12
years, and coached Washington Middle’s MATHCOUNTS
team since 2010. Every year since, his team has won the
state championship.  
Teaching is his second career; he feels it “chose him” at

an early age, when he felt the impact of a single teacher on
his life in Korea. Later, when requested to tutor students,
he was captivated by the delight in their eyes when they
understood math. He says his math knowledge is his great
wealth, and he shares it with students and fellow educators
— in classes, in competition preparation, and in the
school’s vertical and horizontal strategies to improve math
literacy.  

The accomplishment he holds most dear is the commu-
nity of learners, composed of his former students, who re-
turn as mentors and coaches to his current middle school
students.
Through math, he develops a growth mindset, a love of

learning, and resilience that are essential for student success
in school and life. By his skillful, determined coaching and
confidence building, his students overcome their temerity
in competition. 
As principal Mike Harano noted in the Honolulu Star-

Advertiser when Park and his MATHCOUNTS team won
their sixth consecutive state title, “The question really is,
How do you get middle-school kids to be able to solve
problems at this level of rigor? Because of the relationship
that they develop with Mr. Park, they find an interest and
passion to solve math at the highest level.”
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KAy BEAcH, 
Public Charter School,
SEEQS

Influenced by support-
ive parents and colleagues
and her travel experiences,
Beach’s approach as an

English Language Arts and Project-Based
Learning teacher is through a lens of open-
ness, empathy and values learning, and she
creates safe spaces for her students to de-
velop their minds. She believes that educa-
tion is the gateway to developing a genera-
tion of individuals who create and live in a
world of discovery.  Her students reflect on
their lives, use research to inform decision-
making, and think critically about issues.
She prepares students to think and act for
themselves.
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KRISTI KUSUNOKI,
Windward District, 
Kailua Intermediate

An accom-
plished musi-
cian and con-
ductor and a
leader in her
field, Kristi
Kusunoki be-
came a music

teacher 10 years ago when she
realized that music would help
students become contributing
members of society. She organ-
izes musical events to increase
music literacy and to highlight
the talents of her students.
While she improves their tech-
nical skills, she also develops
their ability to recognize and re-
spond to each other. “When you
are a member of the band, you
realize that you are a part of
something bigger than your-
self.” When each student plays
by listening and responding to
each other, they elevate their
performance to create a sound
that is blended, balanced, and
unified.

LUANE HIGUcHI,
Leeward District,
Waianae Intermediate

For 21 years, this award
winning digital media
teacher has challenged her
students to surpass their

own expectations. Inspired by teachers who
encouraged, respected and believed in her,
Higuchi “pays it forward” through tireless
efforts with extracurricular activities and
traveling with students to competitions and
award ceremonies, and open new opportu-
nities by coordinating the Waianae Coast
Film Festival (WCFF) and launching a new
video contest, Na Hana Pookela o Waianae.
“I set the bar high because I know they can
compete and achieve. If I set the bar low,
they will never know how far they can go.”

TRAcEy IDIcA,
Central District, 
Aiea High

A teacher for 34 years,
this National Board Certi-
fied English Language
Arts educator serves her

community and colleagues as a teacher lob-
byist who communicates with our local and
congressional representatives about school-
level concerns. Idica encourages her students
to “dream big and make a difference.” While
she believes that all children will learn in
the right environment, with high expecta-
tions and proven strategies, her non-nego-
tiables set the stage for success. They are
the TRIBES agreements: mutual respect, at-
tentive listening, right to participate/pass,
appreciations/no put downs.

DAVID MIRELES, 
Kauai District, 
Kapaa High

A 26-year
teacher and
coach, Mire-
les is a first
gene ra t i on
college grad-
uate whose
teachers en-

couraged him to go. In defer-
ence, he has dedicated his teach-
ing career to helping students
achieve their college and career
goals. Mireles is a visible mem-
ber of his community, coaching
baseball, softball, soccer, and
basketball. At school, he plans
professional development work-
shops for his peers to improve
technology integration, teaching
methodology, and pedagogy. He
comes to school every day with
a  singleminded purpose: to in-
spire all his students, even the
most reluctant learners. His
mantra is equal educational ac-
cess for all, regardless of socioe-
conomic status, perceived abil-
ity, or documented disability.

LAURIE ANN O’BRIEN,
Hawaii District, 
Keaau High

A National
Board Certi-
fied teacher
of mathemat-
ics, O’Brien
was inspired
to teach by a
college pro-

fessor who encouraged her to
think outside the box and per-
sonalize learning by establishing
supportive relationships with
her students. As an afterschool
track and field coach, O’Brien
learned many of her students
lacked the “basics,” and worked
with community individuals and
stores to sponsor their shoes,
clothes and snacks. She is a life-
long learner seeking to improve
her teaching and motivate her
students. She is pioneering a
new computer science course
this year to further her students’
understanding of and prepara-
tion for the real world. For her,
good teaching requires adapta-
tion and relevance.

JENNIFER SUZUKI, 
Maui District, 
Maui Waena Intermediate

This 17-
year teacher
was inspired
by a caring
educator, Un-
cle Wally (Fu-
jii), who pro-
vided her with

an opportunity to change the di-
rection of her life. She empha-
sizes the importance of relating
to her students, which enables
her to guide the development of
their talents in constructive
ways. Suzuki seeks perform-
ance-based, real-work opportu-
nities for her students. Partner-
ships with Maui Economic
Development and grant funding
have enabled her to expand
STEM programs to include gar-
dening, coding, media, and ro-
botics. She produces and invites
her community to an annual
Technology Bazaar that show-
cases the talents of her students
in video, robotics, and other
projects. 


