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‘OLD SCHOOL’ BULLETIN 

A CASE STATEMENT FOR THE ADAPTIVE REUSE AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

HISTORIC COTTONWOOD FALLS GRADE SCHOOL 

COTTONWOOD FALLS, KS 

 

 

Front Entrance – Students passed through 
these doors for well over 100 years. 

Chase County ‘Old School’ 
Development District, Inc. 
Formed 

A local group, the Chase County ‘Old School’ 

Development District, Inc. (CCOSDD) is currently 

raising funds to proceed with the development.  The 

group’s mission is “…..to save the built history of the 

old school and maintain neighborhood integrity by 

cultivating community engagement, developing 

opportunities, and ensuring fiscal sustainability.”  

The old grade school in Cottonwood Falls is known 

by many current and past residents as a place of many 

fond memories.  From “first day of school” pictures 

with Moms and Dads to “last day of school” tears, and 

everything in between, people have stories.  The 

locals want to see this building preserved and reused 

to preserve those nostalgic feelings.  And what better  

 

Front Façade – The Historic Chase County 

limestone structure will stand as an edifice 

for future generations of Chase Countians. 

 

way to preserve those memories than to redevelop the 

building for continued use for many generations.  

With that in mind, we will preserve the building and 

make those community dreams and visions become 

reality. 

The purchase of the buildings and surrounding 

property is currently being pursued with the down 

payment committed and the contract for purchase 

agreed to with the full support and cooperation of the 

previous developer.  Preliminary plans from the 

previous developer are available and will be 

implemented with more attention given to local 

desires on a phased schedule that has yet to be 

determined.  The first phase will be the renovation and 

opening of the community center to achieve the most 

needed and immediately attainable service to the 

community.  The group is currently obtaining support 
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from the local community and various local 

organizations.  The group consists of a diverse 

collection of community leaders with significant talent 

and connections that will ensure the success of the 

project.  The group is led by a visionary President 

from an educational consulting background with 

members with wide experience: two local City 

Council members, contracting/real estate development 

business, general and mechanical contractors, business 

development consultant, historic preservationist, a 

multi-talented artist, school district staff, engineering 

consultant, and several keenly interested activists and 

business leaders from various other backgrounds. 

 

  Current Proposed Development 

The Historic Cottonwood Falls, KS Grade School and 

its newer additions are slated for redevelopment into 

apartment style housing, small offices or business 

spaces, and a community center.  The Historic 

1903/1915 original school building is to be converted 

into housing and business spaces and the 1962 

gym/stage and cafeteria/classroom addition is planned 

for a community center.  The old building is suited for 

housing or small office spaces by dividing up the 

original classrooms.  The addition of residential 

and/or commercial plumbing/HVAC will be possible 

and the old 2+ story building is currently served by an 

elevator installed by the local school district before 

the buildings were closed.  The newer gym addition 

already has the necessary facilities for a community 

center and is attached/separated from the older 

building by appropriate fire separations and an 

enclosed walkway that is ADA accessible.  This 

enclosure also provides ADA access into the historic 

portion of the facilities. 

 

MISSION:      “…..to save the built history of the 

old school and maintain neighborhood integrity by 

cultivating community engagement, developing 

opportunities, and ensuring fiscal sustainability.” 

History 1903-2010 Cottonwood 

Falls Grade School 

In 1903, the opening of school in Cottonwood Falls, 

KS was postponed because of lack of suitable room 

for K-8 students.  Some rooms at the High School 

were used, but this was still not sufficient for the 

number of students.  Because of this, the school board 

placed a call in the newspaper for suitable sites to 

build a new school.  On Nov. 12, 1903, “By a vote of 

346 to 2, Cottonwood Falls School District No. 6, 

voted to issue bonds in the amount of $10,000 to erect 

a new school building.”  John Sanders and the 

Howard Estate offered property for $1,200, later 

reduced to $1,000.  The location was described as 

“exactly in the center of Cottonwood Falls proper and 

is high enough so that a school building can be plainly 

seen from all parts of town.” 

The contract for the new building was awarded to the 

firm of Rettiger and Norton…for the sum of $12,975.  

It was determined that it would face east and be of 

stone from the Rettiger quarries east of Cottonwood 

Falls.  It would be of Federal inspired design with two 

stories and a basement underneath half of it.  It would 

have steam heat.  Though the price was above the 

original amount, there was a “universal demand” to 

 

 

Public Meeting Input – One of the charts 

with community desires from one of the 

public meetings held by the CCOSDD. 
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“build a good building” so the difference was 

accepted.  The stonework for the first floor was 

completed by June of 1904 and the rest of the building 

was completed and open for school to begin by Sept. 

29, 1904. 

In June of 1915, when it was determined that the 

original building could not house all of the students, 

the citizens of Cottonwood Falls “by an overwhelming 

vote of 171 to 10” (as reported on June 3, 1915 in the 

Chase County Leader News) voted a bond issue for 

the addition.  The bid was awarded to P. J. Norton of 

the original builders Rettiger and Norton Stone 

Company for $12,000.  The building was to be 

completed by October 15.  With furniture and 

equipment, the total came to $28,000.  The addition 

included 8 classrooms and a large auditorium.  The 

building was planned to accommodate about 350 

students. 

The citizens supported a bond issue in 1939 for 

repairing the building and installing a new roof and 

new heating plant.  Metal fire escapes on the exterior 

of the north and south faces were added at an 

unknown date. 

A sympathetic addition was built to the rear of the 

building connected via a small covered passageway in 

1962.  This single-story addition, costing $195,000, 

included a gymnasium and stage, bathrooms, a 

cafeteria, classrooms, and a large basement.  At this 

time, the 2nd story gym of the original building was 

converted to classrooms and then to a library and the 

stage (still elevated) to small meeting rooms.  In the 

1990’s, to meet accessibility requirements, an elevator 

was added connecting the basement and 1st and 2nd 

floors.  To accomplish this there were some minor 

room configuration changes and two front windows 

were closed.  The connection to the gym, formerly 

only a covered walkway, was completely enclosed 

and ramped. 

On September 29, 2004, the school’s 100th birthday 

was honored.  The community celebrated with cake, 

hot dogs and lemonade, tours of the building and old-

fashioned games.  The school was closed in 2010 and 

has been vacant since.  While improvements were 

made through the years to the interior of the building, 

the basic layout remains the same.  A student 

transported from 1915 would still be able to recognize 

the school interior which retains a high degree of 

architectural integrity with the interior woodwork, 

doors, floors and even some chalkboards remaining in 

place. 

 

 

An Enclosed Walkway and Ramp connect 

the old school building to the 1962 

gym/cafeteria/classroom addition. 

 

History 2010—2019 Vacant 
Building and Attempted 
Development 
 

The building was vacant from 2010-2012 and, with 

the land around the school becoming overgrown and 

the school board making plans to sell the building at 

auction, a group of citizens called Imagine Chase 

County hosted community meetings with saving the 

historic school as one topic of discussion.  Attendees 

generated a list of proposed uses as well as financial 

resources.  Housing and using the gym as a 

community center were high on the list.  After 
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researching several developers, the group chose 

Homestead Affordable Homes – an award-winning 

Kansas nonprofit group directed by Tom Bishop who 

builds low income senior housing all over the State.  

Where many such groups specialize in city-builds 

only, Homestead has a heart for small communities 

and had done successful projects in many Kansas 

small towns, including Marion, KS.  The school board 

gave the group until August 2013 to raise $10,000 for 

the purchase of the building.  Through generous 

donations from individuals and the City of 

Cottonwood Falls and Strong City, the money was 

raised and a contract for the sale to Homestead Homes 

was signed in September of 2013. 

Homestead agreed to “give” the gym and sufficient 

property for parking to the community if some entity 

would agree to support a Community Center.  None 

would make that commitment so Homestead 

proceeded to have necessary surveying and 

engineering studies completed and to have 

architectural designs done so they could apply for 

 

 

 grants and funding needed for the entire property.  A 

Housing Needs Study was accomplished as a 

community effort to promote development.  Among 

grants applied for was one necessary state grant for 

small town projects.  They applied three years in a 

row, but the project did not make the cut, partially 

because the competition was fierce and partly because 

of a change in state leadership and along with it, a 

huge cut in funding for such projects.  With this and 

other funding possibilities exhausted and for various 

other reasons out of their control, Homestead decided 

they could no longer proceed with the building plans. 

So, for the past 4 – 5 years the property has been 

empty.  Through all this time Homestead has paid for 

all upkeep and repairs – roofing issues, new guttering, 

sump pump replacements, weed maintenance, 

mowing, taxes, insurance, electricity to run lights and 

sump pumps, etc.  HAH also allowed the property to 

be used for Kansas Highway Patrol ’active shooter’ 

training purposes and for equipment storage and 

working space for the company doing the City’s water 

line restoration project. 

 

 

 

The full Gym/Cafeteria/Classroom addition was added in 1962. 
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The overall site of the Cottonwood Falls Grade School showing the original building and the 

gym addition and some of the surrounding green space. 

 

History 2019 – Future    

Chase County ‘Old School’ 

Development District 
 

In September 2019, HAH contacted us that they 

needed to sell the building which was draining 

funds from their non-profit organization.  A 

group of Chase County citizens came together to 

find ways to save and repurpose the 100+ year 

old Cottonwood Falls Grade School, the 

attached gym, and surrounding grounds.  A 

highly successful open house and several open 

community meetings verified the community’s 

desire to repurpose the building and grounds.  

Based on the degree of community support and 

with a $5,000 donated down payment, the group 

signed a Purchase Agreement.  HAH extended 

the normal three-month deadline to 6 months 

giving us until August 1, 2020 to pay the 

balance of $60,000. 

 

Public Meeting Input – The Community wants to 

provide space for Housing and Business in the Old 

School Building. 
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Interior Staircase showing historic 

wood trim with student handprint 

project. 

 

A planning group was established after that.  

This group has sorted the community’s 

suggestions and objectives into the following 

five categories:   

1) outdoor space, 2) gymnasium/stage uses, 3) 

community services, 4) teaching/learning 

opportunities, and 5) business/housing.    They 

have formed a corporation, elected officers, 

developed a mission statement, joined the 

Emporia Community Foundation,  filed for 501 

(c) (3) non-profit designation, opened a bank 

account at Citizens State Bank, and are busy 

developing plans for fundraising.  This planning 

group for the Chase County ‘Old School’ Development District, 

Inc. are:  President, Dr. Lee Anne Coester, an educational 

consultant, great grand-daughter of William McNee, the school 

board treasurer when the school was built, and a third generation 

(of four) school attendee;  Vice President Chris Carathers, 

Cottonwood Falls Councilman, and 15 year employee of Dieker 

Oil in Cottonwood Falls;  Treasurer Kelly Johnson, degreed 

mechanical engineer, mechanical business owner, property 

development co-owner;  Alison Johnson, business owner, 

property development co-owner, multi-talented artist; Recording 

Secretary Susan Alexander, Funeral Director and former Funeral 

Home owner, former EMS Director, former Home Health 

Services owner/operator; Mike Schmidt, P.E., President of 

Schmidt Engineering Consultants, 40+ years of building 

engineering and design services; Amanda Collins, current School 

District staff; Elena Rettiger Lincoln, attorney and education 

consultant, member of Strong City Preservation Alliance, great 

grand-daughter of David Rettiger, builder of the Cottonwood 

Falls Grade School and many other local stone structures; Wade 

Coester, President of a local artists’ coop; Justin Garr, general 

contractor, President of the Strong City Council, member of 

 

 

Public Meeting Input – Space for Community 

Learning Opportunities would be desired in the 

buildings. 
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the Strong City Preservation Alliance, treasurer 

for Pioneer Bluffs; and Gwen Runde, current 

owner and funeral director of Brown-Bennett-

Alexander Funeral Home.   Additional advisory 

Board Members are Christy Davis, an historic 

preservationist with historic real estate 

development experience and Jenn Laird, a 

business consultant, former Director of the 

Chase County Chamber of Commerce, and 

Board of Education Member.  Board members 

are all volunteering for various roles including 

researching, paperwork, planning fundraisers, 

soliciting donations, etc.  The goal is for the 

restoration to be a “We” project where the “We” 

is all the communities of Chase County planning 

and working together to save our history and to 

benefit everyone.  With that said, our Zoom 

board meetings are open to anyone else wishing 

to participate (call Lee Anne at 620-340-9634) 

and full community meetings are planned as  

 

soon as public gatherings are again appropriate (due to the 

COVID-19 virus epidemic).  

 

The North Façade of the Old School Building. 

Dennis D. Smith, AIA, Architects site plan done for previous developer showing possible single-family home and 

senior apartment development of entire 7-acre site.  While the Community Center concept will be developed, the 

additional housing is not currently planned by the Chase County ‘Old School’ Development District, Inc.  Other 

outdoor recreation uses and green space will most likely be included in future development.  


