
 

 

 

Paulette Suwa 
Yearbook Sales Rep  
 
Q: Tell us about your role within your department. What do you love most about your job?   

A: Sales partner for Herff Jones Yearbooks and Scholastics in Hawaii. I have been with Herff Jones 
Yearbooks since 2007 and took on the Scholastics role in 2020. I have an associate, Chela Sheets, 
who joined me in 2019. Chela was a former customer adviser for 7 years. We service about 60 schools 
in Hawaii, on the islands of Oahu, Kauai, Maui and Hawai'i Island. 

The reasons I love my job are the people I work with, the opportunity to be creative and the chance 
to learn new tech skills. My ”people” are my customers (teachers, students and principals) and my HJ 
friend group, Genise Cushman, Elizabeth Dirks, Carla Hansen, Michele Paolini, Michelle Quist, Ginger 
Thompson and Genie Westfall. The creative part of the job that I love comes from being able to 
create covers and page layouts, and helping students gain skills that will be useful the rest of their 
lives. I also love the tech skills I’ve developed along the way. 
 
Q: What impact does Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month have on you?  

A: As a person of Chinese and Hawaiian blood, I fall into both groups as Asian American and Pacific 
Islander. I live in Hawai'i where I was born and raised. When the Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos and 
whites began to emigrate to Hawaii, many married interracially, making Hawai'i a blend of cultures. 
Side note: The definition of “Hawaiian” is a person born with Hawaiian blood or ancestry. Being 
“Hawaiian” is sometimes misrepresented for someone who resides in Hawai'i who does not have 
Hawaiian blood. A person who lives in Hawai'i that does not have Hawaiian blood should be referred 
to as a Hawai’i resident. 

Because of our diverse and blended cultures, Hawai'i is known as the “melting pot of the Pacific”. For 
me, Asian American and Pacific Island Heritage Month is what we practice every day in Hawaii. 
Asian American and Pacific Islander American Heritage Month recognizes the contributions and 
influences of our history and culture. Whether you are black, white, Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, 
Samoan, or Hawaiian, we all celebrate each other because in Hawaii, we consider ourselves “local”. 
If you are born and raised here, you are considered local. If you are from the mainland, move to 
Hawai'i to settle and accept the diverse cultures and develop the laid-back style, you become 
“local” as well. We celebrate each other’s cultural contributions every day no matter what ethnicity 
we are with food, religious ceremonies and ethnic celebrations. In Hawaiʻi we celebrate cultural 
events like Japanese Bon Dance, Chinese New Year, Hawaiian Hoʻolauleas, Filipino Fiesta and the 
Okinawan Festival. 
 
Q: Who is an individual you admire and look up to within the AAPI community? How have they 
influenced your life? 

A: I admire my dad the most because he worked hard for my mom, me and my 5 siblings. He was all 
about hard work, keeping busy, travelling and finding the best deals! My dad was 100% Chinese. He 



 

 

grew up in a large family and lived on a pig farm. They were entrepreneurs who worked hard, got 
educated and contributed back to the community. As a young boy, he witnessed the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor, thinking it was a movie only to realize it was real. My grandparents could only afford to 
send one of their 8 children to a private school, so my dad was that one. He went into the U.S. Army 
and retired as a civilian worker for the U.S Army Department of Emergency Management. His brother 
and sisters became successful owners of a large trucking company, photography studio, and 
neighborhood grocery store. After retiring, my dad volunteered as a docent at the Arizona Memorial 
and was a Pearl Harbor Outreach Educational Speaker at many schools. I learned a lot about the 
things he did from the many, many people who came to his funeral in 2019. 

 
Q: What advice would you give to your colleagues on how they can support and celebrate the AAPI 
community throughout the month of May? 
A: I would say to my colleagues, just celebrate and appreciate the diversity in language, culture 
and, need I say it, FOOD.  Without these cultural differences, they’d be eating good old hamburgers 
all the time.  I have to get a good bowl of Vietnamese pho, or Korean bbq, or Japanese sashimi, or 
Indian curry, or spicy Sichuan mapo tofu… you get the idea. Besides supporting the culinary variety 
of the AAPI community and enticing your taste buds, you might also learn that the people of this 
community are great friends, coworkers and neighbors. 
 
Q: Please share a fun fact about you. 

A: In 2007, I worked as the Director of Financial Development at the American Red Cross-Hawai'i 
Chapter when I met a woman named Patty Shannon. Patty was a former Herff Jones Yearbook rep 
and a volunteer for my Red Cross Clubs. One day she invited me to Starbucks for coffee and asked if 
I would be interested in working for a yearbook company. I said, “Jostens?”. And that’s how it all 
started. Besides Herff Jones, my personal time is divided with craft projects and my dogs. 

 


