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Recreating their journey: 
remembering the DHS class of 2020

BY KELLY BRECKUNITCH
kelly@derbyinformer.com

Life is a marathon, not 
a sprint. That typically 
sage advice to keep people 
from rushing into things 
is particularly fitting for 
the Derby High School 
graduating class of 2020.

Due to COVID-19, 
this year’s group of DHS 
seniors have had to hold 
off on normal graduation 
ceremonies, which were 
set to be celebrated this 
past weekend.

While Derby High 
School staff are working to 
put a ceremony together 
at a later date, some DHS 
teachers came up with 
an idea to fill the void of 
the original graduation 
weekend – running a 
(nearly) literal marathon 
through Derby in the 20 
miles for the Class of 2020 
event on Saturday.

“There’ve been a lot 
of attempts to try to do 
different things to honor 
them and bring attention 
to their class,” said Derby 
High School science 
teacher Sara Wilson. “I 
think everybody has been, 
for lack of a better word, 
grieving for this class 
because there’s so many 
things that they’re not 
getting to experience.”

Seeing some other high 
school teachers compete 
virtually in the Prairie Fire 
half-marathon – in which 
they made their students’ 
houses part of the 

route – gave Wilson the 
inspiration for the event.

Being a runner, and 
knowing fellow science 
teacher and event 
co-organizer Morgan 
Hughes had experience 
competing in full 

marathons, Wilson began 
to develop the idea behind 
the 20 miles for the Class 
of 2020 event. The idea 
then came to have the 
20-mile route pass by 
every school building (in 
Derby) that the class of 

2020 had attended in their 
educational careers. 

Runners were 
encouraged to participate 
in the full 20 miles or 
for a smaller stretch 
within the overall course. 
Community members 

were also encouraged 
to create signs or wear 
green in a show of support 
for the seniors along the 
way – part of why Wilson 
planned the route to go 
through as many Derby 
neighborhoods as possible.

“I knew it was 
something that I wouldn’t 
be able to do by myself 
but I thought we could 
do it together and invite 
other people to join us for 

Derby High School junior hitting the right notes
BY KELLY BRECKUNITCH
kelly@derbyinformer.com

While the current pan-
demic cancelled multiple 
Kansas State High School 
Activities Association 
events this spring, like 
regional solo/small ensem-
ble music festivals, Derby’s 
Caitlin Chisham has not 
been lacking in competi-
tive outlets.

Chisham, a junior at 
Derby High School and 
member of the philhar-
monic choir, has been 
flexing her vocal muscles 
in competition since she 
was in middle school – 
starting with the New York 
Lyric Opera Junior 
Division competition 
when she was 13.

Most recently, Chisham 
participated in the Hal 
Leonard Vocal Art Song 
competition (which is con-
ducted fully online), being 
named the first place 
award winner in the high 
school division. Winners 
of the national competi-
tion were announced at 
the end of April.

“I’m speechless almost 
because to see myself 
(recognized) at a national 
level, it shows how hard 
I’ve been working, how 
many hours I’ve been 
working a week,” Chisham 
said.

Both of Chisham’s par-
ents, Dan and Kristin, are 
music teachers – which 
played into Caitlin’s nat-
ural inclination toward 
music. After performing 
“If I Die Young” by The 
Band Perry as a trio in a 
second grade talent show, 
her parents recognized her 
talent and private lessons 
started shortly thereafter.

After taking lessons 
from her mother initially, 
Chisham began getting 
instruction from a number 
of vocal professors. She 
is currently taught by Dr. 
Cristina Castaldi, Assis-
tant Professor of Voice at 
Wichita State University.

Following her first foray 
into vocal performance, 
Chisham quickly honed 
her passion – for opera 
music in particular – at a 
young age.

“Specifically, with my 
goal to be an opera singer 
and being an aspiring 
opera singer right now, I 
remember watching “La 
Boheme.” I watched that 
when I was probably 10 
years old and I watched 
the whole thing, which is 
not normal for 10-year-
olds to watch a three-hour 
opera,” Chisham said. “I 
remember watching that 
and at the time, when I 
was starting voice lessons, 
I was like ‘okay, this may 

be something that I want 
to do’ because as a 10- to 
12-year-old you’re not for 
sure for your profession. 
As I was studying, I real-
ized this could be some-
thing I could do. Through 
competing in competi-
tions and doing recitals 
early, I just had a love for 
music that was different 
than my peers. I’m in love 
with opera basically.”

Like the New York Lyric 
Opera competition (which 
she also won), Chisham 
has been taking part in the 
Hal Leonard competition 
since she was in middle 
school – getting her feet 
wet in online competition 
at that point.

Other competitions 
Chisham has been part 
of include Schmidt Vocal 
Arts and the National 

Association of Teachers of 
Singing (NATS) – the latter 
of which she has placed 
first at regionals twice 
– while she has taken 
second in The American 
Prize (another online 
competition).

To claim the first 
place honor in the Hal 
Leonard Vocal Art Song 
competition certainly 
stands out though, 

according to Castaldi.
“Any award is a big 

deal, but given that 
there were roughly 1,200 
video submissions of 
competition (from U.S. 
and Canada), to receive 
first place is amazing,” 
Castaldi said. 

Chisham submitted her 
video for the Hal Leonard 

COURTESY

Derby High School junior Caitlin Chisham is a veteran of singing competitions – recently taking first in the Hal 
Leonard Vocal Art Song competition.
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A large group including (left to right) Brianna Bosley, Ben Karsak, Kacie Karsak, Jenni Johnson, Sara Wilson, Jodie Karsak, Morgan Hughes and 
Cathy Tullis takes a selfie in front of Derby High School – the first stop of the 20 Miles for the Class of 2020 event held over the weekend.
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