
The	  Teacher	  
	  
My name is Ryan Dirlam and I am the Music Director for Firebaugh-Las 

Deltas Unified. When I was right out of the Credential Program at Fresno State, I 
had some interviews in Firebaugh. The position was to bring music back to a 
district whose programs had been cut for five years. I started out with a high 
school choir and drum line, middle school band and choir, and general music for 
all 4th and 5th graders.  

The biggest challenge with starting a music program from scratch is 
introducing a culture that you’ve always just known. Most music educators come 
from a background of music being in their schools as far back as they remember, 
and we take some things for granted. It took starting from ground zero to show 
me how much within our music culture and traditions are learned from a history 
of music within our schools. I think one of the biggest positives from starting this 
program is establishing a place where these kids feel like they belong and are 
important. It is easy to feel unimportant in most academic classroom settings 
when your answer does not affect your neighbor’s answer on a test. However, in 
music, your “answers” define the entire ensemble’s performance. Seeing my 
students show up to school on time, solely because they start their day with band 
is a culture change. Hearing my students refer to their “Band Family” is a change 
of mindset and the beginning of feeling like they are in a safe space. 

I think that one of the most powerful moments came last year from a third 
year sax player in my middle school band. He hasn’t had the easiest life and could 
have easily went down the wrong paths like many around him had. When we 
came back to school after Winter Break, he yelled “Finally! I’m home! “and 
started setting up his instrument. A home is where you learn your moral values, 
where you take your first steps, where you feel safe and where you long to be and 
to some, that home is the Band Room. 
 Our high school marching band traveled this year to a Band Review in 
Santa Cruz and had no idea what to expect. Our senior drum major was out sick 
and a freshman stepped up to fill his spot, even though he had never been trained 
before. With some quick lessons and focus, he ended up winning 1st place in 
Open Drum Major competition. When we got back to the bus, I shared our scores 
from the competition. My first and foremost rule with competition is not to beat 
other schools, but to beat ourselves from the previous performance. When I 
announced that we had beaten our score from the previous review, the band 
erupted into cheers as if they had just won grand sweepstakes. Seeing them take 
pride for working hard to be better than they were a week before was a magical 
moment. 
 In Firebaugh-Las Deltas Unified, we currently have 1,086 students 
involved with the music program and have 4 teachers instructing them. We have 
general music 1st-4th grade, Band and Choir are offered 5th-12th grade, along 
with guitar, music theory, color guard, and jazz band at different sites. We are 
always expanding our class offerings and we hope to consist of at least 25% of the 
student body at each of the secondary schools. It is an exciting time to be 
involved with performing arts in Firebaugh and it is evident that VH1 truly did 
Save the Music. 



 
 


