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‘You’re not from here’:
Daughter of Col. Michael Dillard discusses her view of racism in high school
BY ANDREW LINNABARY
andrew@derbyinformer.com

This story is part two of a series delving 
into racism and diversity within the Derby 
community. This second piece focuses on 
Michelle Rico, an Olathe teacher and the 
daughter of Col. Michael Dillard. Rico, 
who graduated in 2008, talks about her 
experiences as a black student attending 
Derby High School. 

Michelle Rico, Col. Michael Dillard’s 
daughter, attended Derby High School for 
just two years. During those two years, she 
faced some of the most difficult experiences 
of her life.

Rico had attended school in Georgia, 
Japan and other places before her family 
moved to Derby. Her old schools tended to 
be diverse and inclusive.

Her first day at Derby High School was a 
shock.

“I walked into the lunchroom and saw 
that everyone had separated themselves,” 
Rico said. “I had never seen something 
like that. I was very upset, and went to the 
bathroom and cried about it.” 

“That was just the beginning of noticing a 
lot of things that would be different.” 

Rico was immediately bothered by the 
new environment she was in. As time went 
on, she finally decided to tell her mom. Her 
mom ended up asking someone at the high 
school about it.

“She went into the school for something 
else, and she asked if this is a thing that 

happens, the kids separating themselves,” 
Rico said. “They said, ‘Yeah, it’s always been 
like that. Everyone sits with their friends.’ 
They didn’t acknowledge it, but all the kids 
were separated by color.” 

That separation continued for Rico up 
until graduation. It didn’t seem to bother 
anyone but her, she said.

“[Other people] may not understand 
that’s not how it is everywhere,” Rico said. 
“I guess that was the part that was most 
difficult for me.” 

Casual racism like that was prevalent for 
Rico during her time at Derby High School. 

Performing arts during COVID-19: Learning to improvise
BY KELLY BRECKUNITCH
kelly@derbyinformer.com

Typically, two weeks before 
school starts the Derby High 
School marching band will have 
a minicamp to prepare for the 
upcoming season. This year 
has been anything but typical, 
though.

Derby Director of Bands 
Adam DeVault said he is trying 
to put something together for 
his students this week, but the 
2020 marching band schedule – 
like so many other things – has 
fallen victim to COVID-19.

“We just didn’t feel 
comfortable until we knew 
exactly how we were going to 
start and how we could make 
this thing work safely,” DeVault 
said.

Even prior to the minicamp 
before school, DeVault said 
he tries to hold a couple of 
preliminary rehearsals in 
the spring. Given the school 
shutdown, that turned into one 
rehearsal in June – after which 
DeVault and his students found 
out that all marching festivals 
for the fall were cancelled 
throughout the state.

Now, DeVault and his students 
are hopeful that they will get 
the opportunity to play during 
DHS football games this fall. 
Livestreaming of halftime shows 
is also being discussed given 
crowd size limits.

One thing that is for sure is 
that the marching band will 
continue to rehearse outside 
at zero hour (7 to 7:45 a.m.) 
Tuesday through Friday before 
the start of school, but how the 
band rehearses will look quite 
different.

Band members will be 
required to wear masks at all 
times (with special flaps to allow 
them to play their instruments) 
and have bell covers to help 

mitigate the spread of aerosol 
particles. Drill is being changed 
– with more spacing and fewer 
formations – to promote social 
distancing on the marching 
field, and the associated Varsity 
Band class will have to meet in 
sections to practice music, given 
its size.

“There’s actually quite a 
few things that we’re doing 
differently or we’re trying to do 
to mitigate risk,” DeVault said. 
“Luckily, I kind of feel like we’re 
on the back side of planning it. 
Planning it was the hard part. 
Doing it, once we get going, it’s 
just going to be a new routine, 
but it will become routine.”

While COVID-19 has put 
the marching band “behind 

the eight ball” this season, as 
DeVault put it, he thinks getting 
back on the practice field will 
bring some sense of comfort and 
normalcy back to band members 
lives (as it does for him) and help 
them adapt.

“I know that for a lot of our 
students, it’s kind of that way 
as well,” DeVault said. “So we 
just feel like if we can get them 
back in that space where they 
feel comfortable – even if it’s 
not exactly what we usually 
do – if we can create an outlet 
for a student to learn and 
perform music, it will hopefully 
help them to be successful in 
everything else that they’re 
being asked to do in these 
uncertain times.”

Orchestra

For DHS Orchestra Director 
Wesley DeSpain and his stu-
dents, size limitations mean 
those classes will have to 
rehearse in smaller groups like 
the band.

Given the orchestra’s instru-
mentation, though, those groups 
won’t face near the hurdles of 
the marching band this fall.

“We don’t have quite as many 
challenges as the band because 
we’re just breathing normally 
in class, so we can rehearse for 
the entire time we have class,” 
DeSpain said.

Orchestra members will still 
have to wear masks, while their 
performance and competition 

schedules are also very much 
in flux. Most fall events have 
been cancelled, according to 
DeSpain, while spring festivals 
are on hold. Currently, DeSpain 
is working on a broadcast plan 
for fall concerts.

Participation in honor bands 
will also be a little different this 
fall, as Kansas Music Educators 
Association district honor band 
concerts have already been 
cancelled – but students will 
still be able to audition for a 
chance to be considered for state 
honor band (with the verdict still 
out on that performance in the 
spring).

Music gives students a voice, 
DeSpain said, and for that 
reason he is glad to be pushing 
forward with classes this fall. 
Experiences in orchestra will 
only change slightly due to 
COVID-19, but he said the class 
remains a creative outlet for 
students – simply providing new 
ways to learn this year.

“Every challenge is an oppor-
tunity to grow,” DeSpain said. 
“If you look at it that way, these 
students will have opportunities 
to grow that students before 
them haven’t had because of this 
new challenge.”

Drama

Performing with a mask – or 
virtually – could be a little diffi-
cult in the eyes of DHS Theatre 
Director Richard Shultz, but he’s 
trying to work around that.

Shultz admitted he doesn’t 
think it’s likely classes will 
remain in person at the high 
school all the way through the 
semester, so he is adapting. 
Difficult as it may be, Shultz 
said he is trying to work with 
FlipGrid to help students record 
performances from home to 
keep up that element at least.
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The DHS Marching Band is facing a lot of changes this year due to COVID-19, but Director Adam DeVault 
is hopeful his group will still be able to perform at football games this fall.

Public can 
only listen to 
gating criteria 
meetings
BY ANDREW LINNABARY
andrew@derbyinformer.com

The district’s Gating Criteria 
Committee meetings will not be 
open for the public to attend, but 
individuals will be able to listen 
in to the meetings by request.

The Gating Criteria Commit-
tee meets every two weeks and 
assesses local coronavirus data. 
The committee decides the dis-
trict’s level of safety precautions, 
including potentially going 
to hybrid or remote learning. 
The committee includes local 
physicians, parents, district 
leadership and staff, Board of 
Education members, as well as 
nursing, social work and mental 
health representatives.

“Gating 
Criteria Com-
mittees and 
their make-up 
is a KSDE 
recommenda-
tion,” USD 260 
Superintendent 
Heather Bohaty 

said in an email. “This is one I 
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Bohaty
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Col. Michael Dillard recently spoke with the Informer about his experiences as a 
black man in Derby. Dillard said that his daughter, Michelle Rico, faced her own set of 
challenges as a student at Derby High School.


