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A CLASS PROJECT LEADING TO

Lessons 
on Life

FOR THE STUDENTS who produced the Hiki No 
Award-winning documentary on ‘Iolani alumna 
Summer Kozai ’00, however, coming up with a name 
for the 19-minute piece was easy. During one of 
their many interviews with Kozai, whose arms and 
legs were amputated after she contracted bacterial 
meningitis, two of the many inspiring things she told 
them stood out. 
 “Summer told us that after her incident she agreed 
to always live her life with grace and to always take 
the high road in any situation,” said Taylor Yamane 
’16. “I think that statement touched all of us which is 
why we ended up using that as our title.” 
 “Grace and the High Road”  is the school project 
that profoundly impacted the lives of Yamane and 
her classmates and presented them with an occasion 
to rise to a level of sensitivity, maturity, insight, and 
respect. For the rest of their lives, they will remember 
the elective course that led them to Kozai and allowed 
them to see the world through her eyes. Through the 
Foundation in Leadership and Ethics class, students 

produced a detailed documentary and then organized 
an event to unveil their finished piece. 
 Students interviewed several subjects and 
conducted months of research to produce the 
documentary, coached by film teacher Risa Beer as 
well as the course’s instructors Kirk Uejio ’98 and 
Reid Sagawa ’89 during the 2013–14 school year. 

A YEAR LATER, “Grace and the High Road” caught 
the attention of director of learning initiatives at 
PBS Hawaii Robert Pennybacker, who saw potential 
for the documentary to qualify for the Hiki No 
Awards, which are presented annually to the best 
films produced by Hawai‘i students. 
 Each year, the judges–anonymous industry 
professionals–rate nominated documentaries with 
a score of 0 to 10, for compelling storytelling, well-
organized structure, quality of interviews and strong 
visual elements. “Grace and the High Road” earned 
unanimously high scores from all the judges, and in 2015 
won Best Personal Profile in the high school division.

By Maria Kanai

It’s sometimes hard to think of a title after writing a story, producing 
a film, or composing music. How do you sum up an oftentimes heart-
wrenching experience or motivating story in just a few words? What 
do you call a work of art after it’s complete? 
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THIS PAST DECEMBER 3,  an intimate awards 
ceremony was held in the Sullivan Center at ‘Iolani 
School attended by Kozai and her assistance 
dog Trooper, the students, teachers, Pennybacker, 
members of PBS Hawaii, Head of School Dr. 
Timothy Cottrell, and other school administrators. 
 “It’s easy to botch a story like Summer’s and make 
it over the top, but the students handled the subject 
tastefully and professionally,” said Pennybacker. 

“Their approach was very spot on and did her justice. 
Plus, it was good filmmaking. It wasn’t just a terrific 
story, but the visuals and editing were excellent.”
 As the Hiki No Award was presented, it was clear 
that Kozai’s willingness to trust the students with her 
story made a significant impression on the teachers. 
Kozai shared that she never felt the need to preview 
or approve the documentary before it was completed 
because she trusted the students and knew they 
would tell her story through their own perspectives 
and voices. “I think the documentary conveys that 
when stuff happens, you can either roll with it or let 
it consume you,” she said. “Surround yourself with 
people who’ll help you make the right decisions.” 
 For Pennybacker, one of the most memorable and 
poignant scenes was the shot of Kozai cutting and 
peeling apples. “The scene went really well with what 
she was speaking about, without trying to literally 
match the visuals to what she was saying, and I thought 
it was good visual storytelling,” he said.
 With the making of any documentary, being true 
to and honest about the subject are two of the highest 
priorities. “I wanted these students to understand 
Summer’s attitude, positive mentality and the way 
she approaches situations, and get to understand what 
makes her such an extraordinary person. The film was 
a way for them to learn all about that,” said Beer.
 
WHEN THE CLASS BEGAN, it consisted of about 
15 high school students. In addition to making the 
documentary, the students also were tasked with 
organizing a film premiere event, and split into two 
teams – a video crew and an event crew.
 During the first quarter, students learned real-world 
skills such as debating, managing time, understanding 
phone and email etiquette, writing professional letters 
and thank you notes, conducting mock interviews, public 
speaking and the art of conversation. 
 After they completed the first quarter, the students 
applied the skills they’d learned. They had to work 
effectively and respectfully, utilize critical thinking, 
and solve problems with 21st century technology, 

creativity and innovation.
 The project was not without challenges. “None 
of the kids had any prior filming experience, except 
one,” said Sagawa. “And for us teachers, the stakes 
were really high so we never knew what was going to 
happen with the students and their projects. We had 
to find a balance of leading and guiding them, instead 
of making the film our own.”
 Students on the video crew, such as Chloe Miwa 
’16, worked hard to research Kozai’s life at ‘Iolani 
School, scouring through graduation videos and 
old yearbooks to discover the perfect footage or 
photograph to express a specific feeling. 
 Others, like Yamane, brainstormed questions and 
interviewed not just Kozai, but her former teachers, 
doctors, nurses and friends. These interviews had to 
be transcribed to ensure that no information was lost 
or misconstrued.
 The event crew, led by Cole Chun ’16, for the 
documentary premiere planned the program, designed 
invitations,  and coordinated food and decorations. 
They organized the venue into different stations that 
would convey Kozai’s life to guests, including her 

“Favorite Music” station, “Trooper’s Station” and more. 
 “There is a process when it comes to making a 
documentary,” said Beer. “As a filmmaker, it forces you to 
really examine what you personally find of value in the 
story that you’re telling. I think that allowed the students 
to examine what’s important in their own lives and what 
they can learn from Summer in their own lives.”
 The first time Beer and the other teachers saw the 
film, they were blown away. The teachers were in awe 
of the students’ work in addition to their integrity and 
character and were incredibly proud of them. They 
were equally touched with the lasting impact Kozai 
had made on the students. The students had aced the 
course, yet had gained much more than the value of a 
high grade. 
 “I learned the preciousness of life,” says Yamane. 

“At the beginning of the class, I think most of 
the students saw the final project as just another 
assignment. However, by the end of the class, I think 
we all no longer cared about the grade. We were 
doing the project solely for Summer because she is 
such an amazing person who deserves recognition 
and admiration for her courage and strength. 
 “She is someone who has every reason to be sad 
and angry at the world, yet instead she appreciates 
each day and loves everyone. Summer showed me 
that there is so much to be grateful for and that every 
moment in life should be spent wisely.” 

“As a filmmaker, it forces you to really examine what you 
personally find of value in the story that you’re telling.”

– Risa Beer, ‘Iolani Film Teacher

– Maria Kanai is a freelance writer.
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After graduating from ‘Iolani in 2000, 
Summer Kozai earned a bachelor’s 
degree from Pacific University 
and a dual master’s in business 
administration and accounting from 
Northeastern University.  
 In 2009, Kozai, then 26, was 
working overseas as an auditor for 
the federal government. She began to 
experience severe, flu-like symptoms, 
and upon returning home was rushed 
to the emergency room, where she 
fell into shock. Saving her life meant 
sacrificing her four limbs.
 She went into a month-long, 
medically induced coma, underwent 
dozens of major surgeries, and 
endured years of intense, physical 
therapy in Hawai‘i and on the mainland, 
re-learning how to do the simplest of 
tasks. Yet she was resilient through the 
ordeal and has not looked back. Kozai’s 
positive attitude, grace, and ability 
to take the high road have been an 
inspiration to countless others. 
 She is now working as an auditor at 
the U.S. Defense Contract Audit Agency 
and leads a fulfilling and active life. 
 “It was the relationships with 
my friends at ‘Iolani that helped me 
through everything,” Kozai says. “From 
the day you start at ‘Iolani, you’re 
taught the importance of being there 
for each other and being a community 
of good friends.”

Visit summerkozaifilm.wordpress.com 
to view “Grace and the High Road.”

TOP Summer Kozai ’00  BOTTOM Pictured at the Hiki No Awards Presentation 
are, left to right: Teacher Reid Sagawa ’89, Tarah Driver ’16, Caroline Kodama 
’16, Kai Warner ’16, Cole Chun ’16, Matt Emerson ’95, Kaitlen Tanaka ’16, Albert 
Lee ’16, Taylor Yamane ’16, Chloe Miwa ’17, Marcee Nakamura ’17, Carly Tan ’17, 
Teacher Risa Beer, and Summer Kozai ’00.

Summer 
Kozai ’00


