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» Graduated our 
last class under 400 
students.

» PASSED A BOND issue with over 70% yes vote.

» 100% OF OUR teaching faculty, including our new hires, 
are deemed “highly qualified” by DESE.

» NIXA JUNIOR HIGH Green Team donated over 350 
pounds of food that they grew to Least of These in the 
2015-16 school year.

» 2300 STUDENTS PARTICIPATED in summer school

» NO. 1 IN THE COC for both girls and boys athletics.

» NIXA HAD TWO of the top 100 students in the state 
of Missouri as named by the Missouri Scholars 100 
program.

» OLIVIA O’QUINN RECEIVED the national Artistic 
Merit award for her sculpture.

NIXA PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS 2015-16

HEADLINER NEWS
Christian County

and Nixa Enterprise Your local, hometown newspaper

» NIXA HIGH SCHOOL FBLA led the state 
in first-place awards at the annual state 

» THIRD ANNUAL NEST event had over 
100 students and 150 volunteers 
participate.

» SCHOOL BOARD WON MSBA’s 
Governance Team Award — one 
of only 18 districts out of over 500 
school districts to earn this.

» NIXA INITIATED AN Edcamp 
focused on STEAM where 200 
educators from across Missouri 
attended JTSD for professional 
learning on a Saturday in the 
summer. 

» BARRETT YOUNG AND Madayln 
Foley  were named state champs 

In
partnership

with...
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On theroad
Nixa bus driver finds challenges,
happiness behind the wheel
Article and photos by Don Abernathy • for the Headliner News

T
he rows and rows of 
seats seem endless. 
And each of them are 
empty. The surfaces 
are polished and shiny. 

There’s a clean, fresh scent that 
lingers in the air. The silence is 
deafening. 

The door opens and the silence is 
broken with a laugh, a giggle and the 
sound of a backpack landing in a seat 
with a “thud.” More noise fills the bus as 
school-aged children file into their seats.

It’s 2:15 p.m. on a Wednesday and 
those noises are the unmistakable 
sounds of Nixa bus driver Michelle Lea’s 
day just getting started. The second half 
of it at least.

There are a lot of tough jobs in the 
world and Lea’s is one of the toughest 
and perhaps one of the most under-
appreciated.

She’s an unsung hero of public 
education, entrusted with the safety of 
nearly 100 school children twice every 
day. She deftly handles the numerous 
stresses of her job with a fine touch and 
caring heart, eagerly accepting the chal-
lenges of each day with a warm smile 
that pairs well with her sunny personal-
ity. And she’s good at what she does.

At first glance, Lea doesn’t look like 
a typical school bus driver. Tall and thin 
with long, curly hair that, on most days, 

is tied in a ponytail high atop her head. 
It would be easy for some children to 
assume she’s easily pushed around. But 
on the contrary, she’s likely the tough-
est-minded and strongest-willed person 
they will deal with all day.

“I think in order to be a good bus 
driver you have to be able to multitask 
about 10 things at once,” Lea said. “It is 
a scary job, but people really don’t think 
of it that way. I think of it when I drive as: 
‘How would I want somebody hauling 
my kid?’ I treat each child like they’re 
one of my own. And it’s a very mental 
job. The whole entire time you’re on that 
bus, you have got to be focused. You 
can’t be in la-la land. If you catch 
yourself, you better snap back 
in gear because it’s about 
the kids.”

She has to keep one 
eye on the road and 
one eye on the chil-
dren in the mirror 
above her head. 
She has to be 
ever mindful 
of safety 

as well as the behavior of each child 
and she’s constantly making sure they 
are seated properly. As if that wasn’t 
enough, she has to maneuver a 40-foot 
long, 8-1/2-foot wide, 26,000-pound 
bus down narrow streets among unpre-
dictable motorists and often in inclem-
ent weather.

“I’m always looking ahead and watch-
ing other drivers because you don’t 
know what they’re going to do,” Lea 
said. “I keep a huge distance between 
me and other cars, especially on 
the highway. I will signal 
way earlier and I make 
sure people can 
see me. You 

always have to be on your toes. People 
think we’re hogging the road, but we’re 
not. There’s only a few inches of room 
on each side. That’s all we have.”

Nixa third-graders Carly Griffin and 
Adrian Ramirez, and second-grader 
Jennie White, have been on Lea’s bus 
since Lea started two years ago. Over 
that time, the students have learned 
when Lea’s having fun and when she’s 
serious.

“It’s fun to be on Ms. Michelle’s bus, 
but sometimes she gets mad at us,” Grif-
fin said.

“But that’s because when she has to 
repeat herself a lot, it makes her mad,” 
White said.

“Then we’re all in bad moods,” Ramirez 
said.

But discipline is only one of Lea’s 
strengths. She’s good at what she does 

because she cares for each child as if 
they were her own.

“She talks to us when we’re crying, 
she gives us Band-Aids when we need 
them and if someone has a bloody nose, 
she gives them a tissue to cover it,” 
White said. “She really cares about us.”

And caring for kids is something that 
Nixa Public Schools Transportation Direc-
tor Donna Collins saw in Lea when she 

interviewed Lea two years ago.
Continued on Page 6

Nixa bus driver Michelle Lea must be mindful of each child’s safety 
as well as their behavior all while 

keeping focused on the road ahead.
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A
BUS DRIVER

Leaves for 
work

5:30 a.m. 

Arrives at bus barn 
on Kathryn Street

4:15 a.m. 

Wakes
up

5:40 a.m.
5:55 a.m.

Starts pre-trip 
checklist of 40 

items

On the road for 
first-tier pickups

6:15 a.m.
6:55 a.m.

Arrives at high school

7:05 a.m.

Arrives at Inman 
Intermediate

7:15 a.m.

Arrives at junior high

7:25 a.m.

Layover or 
refuels bus

Starts 
second-tier 

pickups

7:35 a.m. 8 a.m.

Arrives at 
Mathews 

Elementary

8:10 a.m.

Lets off kids 
bound for John 
Thomas School 

of Discovery

8:15 a.m.

Lets off 
kids for 

Mathews

8:30 a.m.

Arrives at 
bus barn, 

performs post-
trip check

9 a.m.

Takes personal 
time or prepares 

for field trips

1 p.m.

Studies to 
be a driver 

trainer

2 p.m.

Starts pre-trip 
checklist of 
40 items

2:10 p.m.

Back on the road

2:20 p.m.

Arrives at Inman 
Intermediate

2:40 p.m. 

Arrives at junior high

Leaves junior 
high for first-
tier drop offs

3 p.m.
3:40 p.m.

Arrives at 
Mathews 

Elementary

Leaves Mathews 
for second-tier 

drop offs

3:50 p.m.
4:25 p.m.

Back at bus barn, 
performs post-trip check

“The first thing I look at when I inter-
view someone is a person’s personality 
and the passion they have for kids,” 
Collins said. “There are several different 
elements to making a good bus driver. 
You have to love kids and you have to 
like to drive and not be afraid to drive in 
all different types of weather and terrain. 
You have to want to give something 
to the community and Michelle fits all 
those criteria.”

A PERFECT FIT
Each time Lea passed the Nixa school 

bus parked in front of Espy Elementary 
wrapped with an advertisement that the 
district was looking to hire bus driv-
ers during the summer two years ago, 
something told her she should give it a 
try. Despite initial reservations, the job 
has turned into a labor of love.

“One day I drove by and something 
inside me said to go for it and I loved 
it from the start,” Lea said. “I probably 
should have been doing it a couple 
years earlier, but maybe I wasn’t quite 
ready. I’m glad I called about it, because 
I like it more than I thought I would. I’m 
comfortable driving a bus now. I never 
brag on myself at all, but I feel like I am 
a good bus driver and I’m good at what 
I do. I worked as a dialysis technician, 
I also managed a day care, and now 
I finally found what I’m supposed to 
be doing. This is it. And I love it. Some 
people look for that all their lives and 
don’t find it. I didn’t think I was going to 
either. But I did.”

Of all the challenges, obstacles and 
requirements of bus drivers, perhaps 
handling the schedule is the most dif-
ficult. Lea gets up early, goes to bed late 
and somehow finds time to manage her 
home life while working what is consid-

ered a part-time job.
“It feels like a full-time job. I’m up 

at 4:15 every morning and I don’t get 
home until 5 at night,” Lea said. “There 
is a split shift thing. I have to be up early 
for work and I stay up late because I 
have two kids at home to take care of 
also. I remember when I first started I 
was so exhausted, but now I’ve adapted 
to it and I’m used to it. It’s not a physi-
cal job really, it’s very mental and that’s 

draining.”

THE HEART OF
THE MATTER

Despite the stresses, long days and 
ups and downs inherent with school-
aged children, Lea can’t imagine doing 
anything else.

“I completely love it. I love everything 
about it. I love driving. I love the kids. I 
love my coworkers. I love it all,” Lea said. 

“I make contact with every child that 
steps on my bus in the morning and in 
the afternoon, because I want to see 
what’s going on with them. I really need 
to get to know my kids. If I don’t know 
them, I pull them up front so I can talk to 
them and get to know them. That way I 
can learn why they are sad or mad and 
I can tell by their faces how they are 
doing. I have even come to know and 
recognize their voices.”

MORE THAN
JUST A DRIVER

Collins requires each bus driver to 
go over a 40-point pre-trip and post-
trip checklist twice a day to ensure the 
proper function of all bus systems and 
prevent failures. This policy practice has 
been a major factor in the Nixa School 
District’s 17-year state record of perfect 
bus inspections for all 45 buses in the 

fleet the first time through. 
Missouri State Highway Patrol inspec-

tors go underneath, inside and around 
the outside of each bus, checking each 
system down to every individual light. 
If the bus passes, it’s good for a whole 
year. If it doesn’t pass and it doesn’t get 
fixed the same day, it is considered out 
of service and the bus cannot legally run 
until the part is fixed and re-inspected.

“A school bus inspection is not like 
getting your car inspected. They inspect 
every component of every bus, inside 
and out,” Collins said. “The unique thing 
for us ... we have got 17 years in a 
row of every bus passing the first time 
through with no defects. It’s phenom-
enal. We have awesome drivers who 
have had good training and they know 
what they’re looking for so we are able 
to stay ahead of any problems. We have 
an awesome maintenance program and 
great shop mechanics. We also have 
an open checkbook when it comes to 
maintenance. If a bus needs something, 
we take care of it.”

MORE REQUIREMENTS         
THAN LICENSES

New drivers go through a 40-hour 
training program. By law, all drivers 
must take a driving test, skills test and 
CDL pre-trip test with a state trooper 
in a school bus and must have a Class 
B commercial drivers license (CDL) as 
well as a passenger and school bus 
endorsement. 

“Ninety percent of our new bus driv-
ers are not licensed in this way and 80 
percent haven’t driven anything bigger 
than an automobile,” Collins said. “It may 
seem to outsiders that it’s a part-time 
job, but to the insiders it’s full-time job 

Continued on Page 8

Nixa students Tyler Neal, front, and Spencer Zeolia exit Lea’s bus at the 
Nixa Junior High — the district’s transfer location — to catch another bus 
home after school.

Students go crazy on the bus. Bus driver Michelle Lea said she enjoys getting to know each 
student on her route.
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because it’s a commitment. It’s more 
than just getting kids to and from 
school, but also to events all over the 
state at times.”

Lea runs a route for 19 days dur-
ing summer school and is studying to 
become a driver trainer, which will give 
her close to 40 hours per week. As a 

trainer she can pass along the tech-
niques, hints, tips and strategies that 
were instilled in her.

“We’re all like a really big family and 
it’s a really positive environment here. 
So when we go out to get on the buses 
and drive, we’re already in a positive 
mood,” Lea said. “Once you step on 

the bus it’s all about the kids and it’s 
all about safety. Nixa is a great com-
munity.”

ADVICE FOR
MOTORISTS

If Lea had one wish, it would be to 
show the general public just how diffi-
cult maneuvering a bus in traffic is and 
how motorists could help by showing 
others more respect.

“If someone off the street would 
come in and drive a bus just one time 
they would be amazed how much goes 
into it,” Lea said. “I have to admit, when 
I first started I didn’t have patience 
even in my own vehicle. I have really 
learned a lot in two years about driv-
ing. The toughest part of my job are 
the other drivers. It’s hard enough to 
do my job, but I have to watch them 
also. I wish I could ask people on the 
road to please stay off the phone and 
pay attention. Everybody is on their 
phone. Everybody is in such a hurry. 
Slow down. You don’t have to go that 
fast. It’s a privilege to drive ... and a lot 
of people take that for granted I think. 
I also think they should give other 
drivers more room and have a little bit 
more patience.”

58%
of students 

were killed in 
accidents that 
occurred with 
teen drivers

23%
of students 

were killed in 
accidents that 
occurred with 
adult drivers

1%
of students 

were killed in 
accidents that 
occurred on a 

school bus

STUDENT FATALITIES (annual average during normal school hours)

Students are about 50 times more likely to arrive at school alive if they 
take the bus than if they drive themselves or ride with friends. 

Bus vs. car
Why traveling by bus is safer than 
a car for your school-aged children

BUILT FOR SAFETY
Bus drivers are screened and trained in:
» Student behavior management
» Loading and unloading
» Security procedures and emergency medical 
procedures.

They also participate in pre-employment and random 
drug and alcohol testing and undergo frequent driving 
record checks.

To keep children safe, buses have: 
» Size, height and crush standards
» Flashing red lights
» Cross-view mirrors
» Reinforced sides, bright color and stop sign arms

ECO-FRIENDLY
School buses keep an 

annual estimated

17.3 MILLION CARS
off roads surrounding 

schools each morning, for 
national savings of

2.3 BILLION GALLONS
of fuel and

44.6 BILLION POUNDS
of CO2.

Source: National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

Riley Arnold, right, exits Lea's bus near her home at the end of the school day. Like other 
Nixa bus drivers, Lea takes extra steps to ensure their riders get home safely everyday.
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Nixa Public Schools will continue to expand its use of the 
app for information and communication this school year.

To get the app on your phone:
Download it from the Apple or Android app stores.
Once installed, the app will ask if you would like to receive 

push notifications  — this is also a part of your phone’s set-
tings. If you would like to, answer “yes.”

Make sure you “follow” your child’s school to get notifications, 
info in the stream and see that school’s calendar.

Once in the app, click the ‘settings’ icon.
Click on “Follow Schools” and then select the schools you would 

like to follow.
Then go back and click on “Configure Alerts” and make sure the 

“New Message” and “School Status Change” are both turned on.
As we add new features, classes and information, you will want to revisit the 

“Follow Schools” tab to make sure you are subscribed to everything at the school 
you would like to see.

There’s an 
app for that
School to expand digital 
communications efforts.

Join Superintendent Stephen Kleinsmith along with Nixa School 
staff for monthly informative sessions. Parents and community 

members are welcome to attend the free events. 

SEPTEMBER 13
CONNECTED

OCTOBER 11
CSIP (strategic plan) 

Update

NOVEMBER 15
Steps in Applying for 
College and Career 

Readiness

DECEMBER 13
Special Services Program: 

Let’s Play Jeopardy

JANUARY 10
GO CAPS (high school 

apprenticeship) Program

FEBRUARY 14
School Safety & Security

MARCH 21
School Food Service
& Wellness Programs

APRIL 11
Violent Imagery And

Its Effect On Children

Koffee With 
Kleinsmith

9-10:30 a.m. • Faught Administration 
Center Community Room, 301 S. Main St.
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awwrdAND THE
GOES TO...

NEF hosts fundraiser gala 
to honor Nixa Public 

Schools staff, volunteers.
Article and photos by Don Abernathy 
for the Headliner News

It was a night to celebrate the past, present 
and future of Nixa Public Schools May 6 as 
the Nixa Education Foundation figuratively 
rolled out the red carpet at the University 
Plaza in Springfield.

More than 375 people attended the Seventh 
Annual NEF Gala fundraiser to honor staff, 
current teachers and retirees as the foundation 
handed out grants and its yearly awards.

“It’s always been about recognizing employees 
for their dedication to Nixa Public Schools,” said 
Kathy Whitworth, executive director of human 
resources for Nixa Public Schools and the Su-
perintendent’s designee to the NEF Board of 
Directors. “We give out years of service pins and 
grants. It’s a way to say thank you to faculty, staff 
and volunteers. At this time of year, we hope they 
can stop the rush, enjoy their colleagues and 
friends and just have fun.”

The first gala was in 2010 where 150 people 
attended and $750 in grants were handed out. 
This year NEF gave out 28 grants for a total of 
$11,000 this year and has handed out a grand 
total of $50,000 in seven years.

“I like to call it a ‘friendraiser,’” Nixa Superinten-
dent Stephen Kleinsmith said. “It’s the friends of 
Nixa public education getting together to celebrate 
accomplishments and expressing to each other 
some future aspirations. We have a proud past and 

Nixa School Board member 
Glenn Scott, left, presents 

Jan Siglin with her Support 
Staff of the Year award at the 
NEF Gala May 6 at University 

Plaza in Springfield.

Continued on Page 14

Nixa School Board President Scott McDonald, right, presents Nixa Junior High math teacher Tiffany 
Jones with the Teacher of the Year award May 6 during the NEF Gala.

Nixa Transportation Director Donna Collins, right, took home the Service to Education award May 6 at 
the NEF Gala at University Plaza.
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What are 
you most 
excited 
about? 
I’m definitely 
most ex-
cited about 
meeting my 

kiddos. I had a great time 
student teaching. Each of 
the students were so differ-
ent in their personalities. I 
can’t wait to meet my own 
group of students and see 
how much fun we’re going 
to have this year. Six-
year-olds are hilarious 
so this year should be a 
blast.

Why did 
you want 
to be a 
teacher? 
I’ve only 
wanted 
to be a 
teach-
er. 

I’ve never wanted to 
be anything else. I’ve 
always loved kids and I 
love the way kids learn. 
I love watching kids 
figure stuff out. As 
long as I can remem-
ber, it’s all I’ve ever 
wanted to do.

What’s 
your favor-
ite thing to 
do when 
you’re not 
teaching? 
I like reading. 
I like hanging 

out with my dog and with my 
friends. I really like decorat-
ing. I love traveling. I would 
really like to go backpacking 
across Europe.

there’s nothing wrong with celebrat-
ing that and each other. It’s shines a 
spotlight on achievements and it gives 
recognition to individuals who have 
dedicated their quality time to the young 
people of this community.” 

During the gala:
• Tracy Harris, Karla Tyler and Shan-

non Jones were honored as Teacher of 

the Year finalists and Tiffany Jones was 
named NEF Teacher of the Year.

• SCORE Administrative Assistant Jan 
Siglin won the Support Staff of the Year 
award.

• NPS Transportation Director Donna 
Collins won the Service to Education 
award.

• John Thomas School of Discovery 

music teacher Ruth Sorenson won the 
Education Achievement award.

• Pastor Brad Fox accepted the Vol-
unteer of the Year award for North Point 
Church. 

• Nixa Class of 1996 graduate Car-
rie Vaughn-Boone and Class of 2003 
graduate Victor Saad were inducted into 
the Academic Hall of Fame.

NEF Board 
President Jeff 
Allen, left, 
congratulates 
Ruth Sorenson — 
a music teacher 
at John Thomas 
School of 
Discovery — with 
the Educational 
Achievement 
award during the 
NEF Gala May 6. 

Victor Saad, left, 
a Nixa Class of 
2003 graduate 
is presented his 
award for induc-
tion into the Nixa 
Academic Hall of 
Fame from Nixa 
Chief Commu-
nication Officer 
Zac Rantz at the 
NEF Gala.

Nixa Class of 
1996 graduate 
Carrie Vaughn-
Boone, left, ac-
cepts her award 
for induction 
into the Nixa 
Academic Hall of 
Fame from Nixa 
Chief Commu-
nication Officer 
Zac Rantz May 6.North Point Church Pastor Brad Fox, left, accepts the Volunteer of 

the Year award from Nixa School Board member RaeLynn Anderson 
at the NEF Gala.

MARQUITA
HUELGA 

Mathews Elementary
first-year first-grade teacher

SEVEN QUESTIONS FOR
How impor-
tant is it to 
build strong 
relation-
ships with 
your stu-
dents? 
The better 

you know your kids and their 
personal lives and their inter-
ests, not only will they learn 
from you better — because 
you can relate what you’re 
teaching to things they are 
passionate about — but they 
will feel more safe around 
you and they will trust and 
talk to you. When everybody 
feels safe and comfortable 
and feels like they’re impor-
tant, they’re going to have a 
much easier time learning. 
That is the most important 
part of my job is to make 
those personal connections 
with them and letting them 
know they’re safe and loved.

What makes 
Nixa Schools a 
good place to 
teach?
I loved grow-
ing up in Nixa. 
I hope all these 
kids love grow-

ing up here as much as I did. 
Nixa is known to be a great 
school district for a reason. 
We have high expectations 
for our kids in academics and 
character. We want them to 
be not only well-educated 
kids but well-rounded kids. 
Nixa is small enough to focus 
on the kids but big enough to 
have the means to focus on 
our kids. We are very blessed 
as a school system to have 
technology in the classroom. 
Everyone I have talked to re-
ally cares about the kids.

Are you 
nervous 
about the 
start of 
school? 
Yes. Nixa 
has such 
high 

standards for its kids, which 
is awesome, so especially 
during this first year when I’m 
still feeling that out my goal 
is to get all my kids to the 
highest level that I can get 
them. I’m worried about not 
being able to do that and I’m 
worried about not being able 
to spend enough time with 
them individually. I just want 
each of them to be able to 
succeed.

What are 
your goals 
and aspira-
tions both 
profession-
ally and 
personally? 
I’m going 

to take this year off from 
school, but next year I will be 
going back to get my masters 
degree in gifted education. 
I would like to be a gifted 
teacher in the Nixa school 
system. I grew up in the 
ALERT program and I’d love 
to be a part of it. I want to do 
more traveling and I want to 
start a family someday.
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Don Abernathy 
for the Headliner News

There is one student at Nixa High School 
who stands out from all the rest. 

She may not be able to attend in per-
son, but with the help of technology, her 
Double robot allows her to participate in 

class activities just like every other student. Her 
name is McKenna Smith. 

“I love technology and this experience is very 
interesting,” McKenna said. “Other students seem 
like they really like it — like it’s really cool — and 
I think they enjoy the experience and seeing me 
have it.”

She uses two wheels for mobility. There’s a long 
pole that extends from the base — just above the 
wheels — to support the camera system. There’s an 
iPad fixed atop the pole that displays her face and 
also allows her to communicate with the teacher 
and the rest of her classmates.

Smith attends class via a wire-
less connection through her 
laptop from the comfort of 
her bed to the school district’s 
newly-acquired Double robot 
made by technology startup 
company Double Robotics. The 
Double robot is an iPad-based 
telepresence robot that resembles 
a Segway.

“She can be at the hospital in St. Louis getting 
chemo and still be in class,” Justin Smith, McKen-
na’s father, said. “With an internet connection, she 
can attend class from anywhere in the world.”

McKenna suffers from neurofibromatosis, a 
genetic disorder that causes tumors to grow any-
where on or in the body and can affect the de-
velopment of non-nervous tissues such as bones 
and skin. There is no known cure.

“She’s a very strong girl who doesn’t let people 
know she’s in pain,” Justin said. “She has chronic 
pain and she’s on daily pain medicine. She’s had 
four operations, two rounds of radiation and four 
cycles of chemotherapy. One surgery in 2004 
was 13 hours long and they removed a grape-
fruit-sized tumor from near her esophagus.”

But back at home, she looks like the other high 
school students. She loves art, she loves technol-
ogy, and she has a smart fashion sense. Since 
being introduced to the Double robot, McKenna’s 
grades in math have improved dramatically.

“It’s amazing how her math grades have turned 
around, all because she 
could participate in lectures 
and ask questions,” Justin 
said. “She was getting Ds 
and Fs in her math class and 
now she’s getting As and Bs. 
She wasn’t catching on to 
instruction at home. It would 

Nixa student attends class 
through robot technology.LEARNINGBY PROXY

photo courtesy of Nixa schools

From the comfort of her home, McKenna Smith connects to her Double robot through her 
laptop to attend math class.

Continued on Page 19
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be awesome to use the robot in multiple classes.”
The advantages to her telepresence is more than just get-

ting a better grasp on the subject matter.
“What the other students feel about this is really cool, be-

cause they like meeting her,” said Jennifer Robinett, McK-
enna’s sophomore math teacher. “Now it’s second nature. I log 
her in about five minutes before class, she moves the robot 
up, gets in place and all the students come by and say hi to 
her. It allows her to interact with other students and not just 
be by herself. She can see the smart board, she can see 
everything in my lecture and it gives her an opportunity to 
ask questions and experience school like her classmates. 
Students think this is fantastic and they just won’t stop 
talking about it.”

The logistics of moving the robot from classroom to 
classroom has been met with obstacles, but it’s a problem 
Executive Director of Special Education Karen McKnight is 
brainstorming.

“She is very artistic,” McKnight said of McKenna. “She 
really wants to take other classes like photography and we 
have talked about different ways to move her around the 
building to send her to other classes in the future. We’re 
going to gradually move toward that direction. What will be 
difficult is maneuvering if we have to change floors. We can 
find some other classes on that same level where the other 
art classes are and she’s very interested in that.”

McKnight first learned about the Double robot technology 
last September at a conference and immediately thought of 
McKenna.

“We have received several thousand dollars in grants 

through Missouri Assistive Tech, but this is probably the 
most unique one we have gotten so far,” McKnight said. 
“Right now, McKenna is just attending the one hour at 
school through a virtual instructional program. That’s free of 
cost to the district because she’s medically fragile and she 
participates in online classes. That was working out better 
for her rather than sending a homebound teacher.”

It is working out better for McKenna, too. Her robot 
double allows her to make personal connections with oth-
ers her age in her never-ending search for hope.

“From day one, she loved the robot. She gets to interact 
with her teacher and her classmates. It’s inspired her to 
learn and to do more,” Justin said. “... We are always push-
ing for a new cure. We’ve been all around the U.S. We are 
trying to fight every day for new hope.”

photo courtesy of Nixa Schools

The newly-acquired Double robot is an iPad-based telepresence robot that resembles a Segway and allows Nixa sophomore McKenna 
Smith to attend class and interact with her classmates.
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POWERHOUSENixa JROTC program growing, leaving mark in competitions.

Don Abernathy 
for the Headliner News

T
he trophies are everywhere. 
They span across and under-
neath a large table, spilling 
onto the floor where there are 
some plaques leaning against 

the wall. There are over 30 awards. 
And those are just from the 2015-16 
school year.

The Nixa JROTC program has a trophy case 
already, in the high school foyer next to the 
library, and some of this past year’s awards are 
housed there, too. But it’s full. To say the program 
needs another trophy case to house its latest 
collection of hardware is an understatement.

“This is our 20th year of existence and the 
growth here has just been phenomenal,” said 
Nixa JROTC instructor and retired Army Lt. 
Col. Henry Anton. “I have to give credit to the 
quality of the district and the hard work put in 
by the students. We’re considered a power-
house now.”

Perhaps the one accomplishment Anton’s 
cadets were most proud of last year was their 
performance at the U.S. Army JROTC Na-
tional Drill Championships April 9 in Louis-
ville, Kentucky. There are over 1,700 Army 

JROTC programs in the country, but only 70 
are invited to the competition. To get invited 
to nationals, Nixa JROTC had to compete in 
five drill competitions: Branson, Ozark, Sedalia 
Smith-Cotton, Waynesville and Forsyth. Anton 
submitted Nixa’s drill results to brigade and 
was selected.

“Those 70 schools are divided into two cat-
egories, regulation normal drill and fancy drill,” 
Anton said. “We were in the regulation cat-
egory and we took 21st in the nation. (Cadet 
Maj.) Ashton Eckerson’s team took 15th in the 
nation in the regulation drill platoon category. 
It was our first time at nationals and to take 
21st place and 15th place out of 1,734 Army 
JROTC programs is pretty doggone good. We 
were pretty proud of that and we’re looking 
forward to going back again next year.”

Eckerson, who will attend Texas A&M in the 
fall to study nuclear engineering on a four-
year full-ride Navy scholarship, was also a big 
part of the program’s strong performance in 
the nationwide Cyber Patriot competition. It’s a 
cyber defense program that started six years 
ago and includes all branches of the military. 
This year, Nixa JROTC finished first in state, 
was the fourth-best Army team in the na-
tion and finished in the top 20 nationally out 
of over 3,000 programs. The team narrowly 
missed the Cyber Patriot Nationals because 

Continued on Page 22

Presenting the colors 
during school athletic 
events is one of the many 
duties the Nixa JROTC 
performs during the year. 
From left to right, Color 
Guard members Brett 
Linville, Matthew Clayton, 
Irelynn Kinney and Travis 
Keyes stand at attention 
before a game at Eagle 
Stadium.
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only the top 12 qualify to advance.
“We’re talking six Saturdays, we’re in 

here for seven hours, playing an online 
game against other schools and it’s 
amazing,” Anton said. “It looks like the 
deck of the Starship Enterprise in here. 
We’ve got five computers all projected 
on screens so Ashton as team captain 
can walk behind everybody and give 
instructions. At the end the scores are 
added up. They never give you the 
answers, you’ve got to research it and 
figure it out later on your own.”

Most schools in the competition have 
cyber defense classes, however the 
Nixa team is self-taught.

“When we want to know what some-
thing is, we Google and test it,” Eckerson 
said. “We end up breaking machines and 
fixing them and figuring out what went 

wrong. Some challenges are as basic 
as finding a user who isn’t supposed 
to have access to advanced things like 
finding hidden viruses or finding pass-
words to a backdoor. In the last two 
competitions, they’ve had a networking 
challenge where you have to set up an 
entire network with IP addresses and 
security and that’s completely done with 
command line programming.”

Another proud accomplishment is the 
program’s continued dominance of the 
JROTC Olympics where Nixa beat the 
competition for the third year in a row. 
The Olympics were started about 15 
years ago and consists of over 20 of the 
JROTC programs in southwest Mis-
souri. The competition is made up of fun 
events like tug-o-war, ultimate Frisbee, 
ultimate football, dodge ball and water 

balloon volleyball where a water balloon 
is used as a volleyball and teams must 
catch it with a towel and return it back 
over the net.

“JROTC is a half-credit practical art 
and we save a lot of that physical edu-
cation half-credit so we can prepare for 
the Olympics,” Anton said. “It’s the last 
official act of our seniors to organize the 
teams and set up the practice sched-
ules, before they hand it over to next 
year’s seniors. Winning that trophy is a 
direct result of their planning and execu-
tion of those plans. That’s just one of the 
activities that we’re pretty proud of.”

The Raider team took fifth out of 16 
teams at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 
from the region that included teams 
from Missouri, Kansas and Iowa. Teams 
did a Ranger-type physical regimen that 

included a 10K run with weighted packs 
and map reading all in one day.

While the backbone of JROTC is 
marching, to Cadet Commander Lt. Col. 
Katelyn Cashman, the program is so 
much more.

“A lot of programs pride themselves 
on their accomplishments — and we do 
too — but we mostly help encourage 
each other individually,” Cashman said. 
“JROTC has been my favorite part of 
high school. The best part of it has been 
the family bond. No matter how rough 
things get, we always have a support 
system within us and we’re always able 
to pull through just about anything.”

Cashman will attend the University of 
Nebraska on a full-ride Air Force schol-
arship in the fall.

“Getting a scholarship for college through 

JROTC is not our purpose, but some 
people find really good honor in it and that’s 
why they decide to do it,” she said.

Cadet Capt. Zach Bryngelson remem-
bers witnessing the mistakes of those in 
leadership roles while he, Cashman and 
Eckerson were freshmen. He credits 
learning from those mistakes as key to 
the success of the program in the years 
since.

“I think our dedication to this program 
has been the stepping stone of us be-
ing more successful,” Bryngelson said. 
“When we were freshmen, communica-
tion from our senior leadership wasn’t 
the best. So looking forward, we wanted 
to leave the program strong so we dedi-
cated ourselves to JROTC and made it 
one of the most successful years in our 
history. One thing that’s different with 

us than most other programs is that we 
have a connection to each other and it’s 
become a family.”

Away from competition, the Nixa 
JROTC students perform many acts of 
community service. They help with set 
up, parking and tear down during Sucker 
Day, they clean up trash through the 
Adopt-a-Highway program off Nicholas 
Road near the high school, and they 
perform as color guard at sporting 
events and for elementary school and 
veteran ceremonies.

“We also do things to get other stu-
dents involved. We have orienteering 
and community service projects — we 
help out at parades and do trash pickup 
— so we try to be very diverse and make 
sure we’re not benefiting just our own 
program,” Cashman said.

The Nixa High 
School JROTC 
Drill and Color 

Guard teams 
brought home 
the hardware 

during the annual 
Regional Multi-

Service Drill and 
Color Guard 
Competition 

November 21, 
2015 at Branson 

High School. Nixa 
JROTC competed 
in eight different 

categories 
against 13 other 

schools from 
Kansas, Missouri 

and Arkansas 
where they won 

trophies in seven 
categories with 

an overall second 
place finish.

photo courtesy of 
Nixa Schools

Students from the Nixa JROTC program perform many acts of community service 
away from competition. A few times a year, JROTC members clean up trash through 
the Adopt-a-Highway program off Nicholas Road near the high school. Pictured, from 
left, are Nicholas Palmateer, Morgan Clark, Emily Holland, Adam Grizzell, Mason 
Brown, Jason Bray, Jesse Snipes, Xander Clay, Michael Amstutz, Chase Cole, William 
Park, Lauren Clayton, Michael Smith and Irelynn Kinney.

The 2015-16 Cadet Commander Lt. Col. Katelyn 
Cashman, left, leads her cadets in a team-building 
exercise — call Ozark skis — at summer camp in 
2015. Pictured, from left, are Katelyn Cashman, 
Jonathan Hedgpeth, Tristan Shepherd, Logan 
Summerhill and Connor Forster.
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