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Holly School: Building for A Brighter Future

Just four miles from the Kansas state line in southeastern Colorado lies the small rural 
agricultural town of Holly, populaƟ on 802. 

Holly’s diffi  cult history–from the dust bowl days of the 1930’s, through survival of the 
great hundred-year fl ood of 1965, to the current longstanding drought–honed the 
strength of character of the community. It’s diffi  cult to imagine, when experiencing 
the lively acƟ vity around Holly’s beauƟ ful new PK-12 school campus, that just seven 
years ago a signifi cant part of the town was destroyed by back-to-back natural 
disasters.

In January of 2007, an epic four-day blizzard paralyzed the town of Holly. It was 
followed two months later by a tornado that devastated a 600-foot swath of land, 
leaving a heavy shadow over the Holly community. The Holly tornado killed two, 
injured many, and destroyed or seriously damaged more than 160 homes. “Yes, we’ve 
had some challenges,” explained Superintendent Carlyn Yokum. “AŌ er the tornado, 
we lost people because the housing was gone. As if that weren’t enough, we’ve 
experienced severe drought condiƟ ons. We haven’t had a crop for 3 or 4 years.” Like 
other Ɵ ny rural towns, Holly experienced an exodus—a dying off  that could have 
rendered the community exƟ nct. But Holly persevered.

Colorado’s BEST program gave Holly the boost it needed to assemble a team that 
would honor the community’s spirit and build a new school that would become a 
source of pride and a center for learning and personal interacƟ on—not only for its 
students—but also for the greater Holly community. 

The Colorado Department of EducaƟ on Division of Public School Capital ConstrucƟ on 
Assistance primarily administers a capital construcƟ on grant program known as 
Building Excellent Schools Today (BEST). The BEST Program focuses on helping schools 
with a mulƟ tude of capital construcƟ on needs; from new roofs and boilers, to major 
renovaƟ ons and new schools. The goal of the BEST Program is to provide fi rst class, 
high performing, 21st century faciliƟ es and help alleviate health and safety concerns 
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1935 Dust Bowl Photo near Holly
Credit: Andres Garcia

Faced with deterioraƟ ng buildings and very real concerns for 
student safety, the Holly School District pulled up its bootstraps 
and set forth on a master plan process in the fall of 2007 that 
would idenƟ fy a posiƟ ve vision for the school and community’s 
future, with extensive collaboraƟ on from community members.
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throughout Colorado.  The BEST Program is a compeƟ Ɵ ve grant program available 
to all public school districts, charter schools, insƟ tute charter schools, boards of 
cooperaƟ ve educaƟ onal services and the Colorado School for the Deaf and the Blind.

Grant applicaƟ ons are reviewed on a yearly cycle and recommended for funding 
by the Capital ConstrucƟ on Assistance Board. The board consists of nine appointed 
members who in conjuncƟ on with Division staff  review all grant applicaƟ ons. The BEST 
Assistance Fund has four revenue sources: State Land Trust Funds, Colorado LoƩ ery 
Spillover Funds, and Interest.

The architect supported Holly School District’s BEST Grant by developing three master 
plan opƟ ons with supporƟ ng detailed conceptual cost esƟ mates, uƟ lizing EducaƟ onal 
Program Area Guidelines established by the Colorado Department of EducaƟ on, 
detailed facility assessments, and the established District goals and values. The opƟ on 
ulƟ mately chosen would provide a new K-12 replacement facility with a combinaƟ on 
of building demoliƟ on and retenƟ on/repair/remodel and addiƟ ons to selected 
exisƟ ng faciliƟ es, enabling the exisƟ ng faciliƟ es to serve the District for the next 50-75 
years. This opƟ on was the basis for a BEST Grant applicaƟ on and successful 2010 bond 
elecƟ on.

According to Superintendent Yokum, the new school could not have been built 
without the BEST grant. “Our maximum bonding capacity was $3.4 million. In spite 
of the hard Ɵ mes, we received great support from the community. The bond passed 
overwhelmingly. But even with the District’s matching funds of $3.4 million, we would 
not have been able to even begin building a new school. The $25 million BEST grant 
we received made our new school possible.”

Approximately 125,600 students in the state of Colorado are now benefi Ɵ ng from 
improved learning environments funded by BEST, which has improved health, safety, 
and security in 325 Colorado school faciliƟ es to date. It is this forward-reaching eff ort 
to improve educaƟ on in Colorado that has helped to revivify small rural communiƟ es 
like Holly that otherwise might disappear. More than just fi ghƟ ng to survive, today’s 
Holly community is infused with a pride and enthusiasm that serves as a foundaƟ on 
for a thriving future.  

While providing a secure, safe environment for students, public access was greatly 
improved with the new school design. Community groups can use the school, the 
largest and most accessible community facility in town, for any worthy purpose 
through an applicaƟ on process. 

The historic WPA era gymnasium before renova  on.

The old jr. high/high school was demolished to make room for the new state 
of the art PK-12 school.
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The Project goals included: 

• Design “21st Century” educaƟ onal environments that support academic 
excellence and  achievement

• Ensure district-wide student safety, security and health

• Provide state of the art, regulaƟ on athleƟ c fi elds and sports faciliƟ es

• Integrate proven, high-performing sustainable design principles into the 
design of the new school

• Honor the values of stewardship, propriety and operaƟ onal effi  ciency 

• Encourage “life long learning” through community access, local 
partnerships and global networks

• Promote a sense of “community” and “regionalism,” by fi ƫ  ng the 
modern architecture of the new school building to the land, the people, 
their acƟ viƟ es, and the “place” of Holly

• Support and enhance local commerce, development, and exchange

These eight principles served as the roadmap to develop and test the design soluƟ ons 
evaluated by the design advisory team.  

The architect invi  ng input from students during the planning process

Students of “Through the Lens” photography class developed by the 
inspired architectural intern

The alumni dinner will be held at the school, the 4-H club uses 
the school for meeƟ ngs, the Fellowship of ChrisƟ an Athletes 
meet aŌ er school hours, and when there are funerals that are 
larger than a church or funeral home can accommodate, they 
can be held at Holly School. 
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Owner  | Holly School District

Use  | Preschool through Grade 12 EducaƟ onal Facility

Capacity  | 372 students

Size  | New ConstrucƟ on Area: 74,948 sf | Gross Area: 93,348 sf

Budget  | $25,000,000 (BEST); $3,400,000 (Bond) | Total Budget:  $28,400,000
 ConstrucƟ on Cost:  $22,724,547

Occupancy Date | August 2013
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An InteracƟ ve Process

In order to capture the district’s goals for the new school, nine design advisory team 
meeƟ ngs were held along with three community meeƟ ngs.  Through a highly interacƟ ve 
process the district prioriƟ es were idenƟ fi ed and guided the fi nal design soluƟ on from 
the beginning of the process to the end.  

Design Meets District Goals 

• “21st Century” educaƟ onal environments support academic excellence and 
achievement through design elements in the facility.

• District-wide student safety, security, and health are ensured through a secure entry 
and age-specifi c learning communiƟ es.

• State of the art, regulaƟ on athleƟ c fi elds and sports faciliƟ es enhance athleƟ c 
performance and reinforce community Ɵ es.

• Proven, high-performing sustainable design principles are integrated through passive 
design strategies incorporated in the design of the new school.  

• Values of stewardship, propriety and operaƟ onal effi  ciency are honored by the 
building design being used as a teaching tool through exposed systems needed to 
operate the building.

• “Life long learning” is off ered through community access, local partnerships, and 
global networks supported through a distance learning lab.

• A sense of community and regionalism by fi ƫ  ng the modern architecture of the new 
school building to the land, the people, their acƟ viƟ es and the “place” of Holly. It is 
further promoted through use of regional and demolished site materials and display of 
historical photographs and awards.

• Local commerce, development, and exchange is supported and encouraged through 
accessibility of the facilites for various community use purposes.

Design advisory team members included school board 
members, neighbors, parents, students, teachers, principals, 
and the mayor of Holly. The design advisory team meeƟ ngs 
were open and interacƟ ve discussions between the members 
of the commiƩ ee. MeeƟ ngs included presentaƟ ons by 
students, teachers, and community members.
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Through the Lens

As a mutually benefi cial part of the iniƟ al design process, the architect’s visionary 
intern developed and taught a photography class to a group of Holly students.  In 
turn, student photographs of the community infl uenced the architectural design of 
the school.  

“Holly School IS our community. The deep involvement from 
our ciƟ zens during the planning process ensured that. The 
architects held weekly meeƟ ngs with the District Advisory 
Group made up of school and community members in the 

commiƩ ee planning process.  We met with a number of 
organizaƟ ons to determine what their needs would be, and 

we gained a lot of support from that process.”

  –Superintendent Yokum
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Student-Centered Environment

The curriculum implemented across all grade levels in Holly promotes achievement 
by each individual student with adequate support from teachers, parents, and 
community.   

The school is arranged in age-specifi c “learning communiƟ es” that uƟ lize shared 
faciliƟ es to promote and separate age appropriate “academic neighborhoods”, grade 
transiƟ ons, and internal zoning especially criƟ cal in a PK-12 model.

Ample storage faciliƟ es in all educaƟ onal, athleƟ c, and staff  areas promote 
uncluƩ ered classrooms, work, and athleƟ c areas; and support educaƟ onal program 
fl exibility and high level, facility-wide organizaƟ on and material access.

The design advisory team also requested that the fi nal design acknowledge, address, 
and design for the broader opportuniƟ es of conƟ nuing educaƟ on with the new 
school’s ability to funcƟ on as a planned community-wide educaƟ onal and civic 
resource. The design advisory team also set a goal to create strategic community 
partnerships built upon clearly defi ned goals and objecƟ ves that enable the new 
facility to serve the students and adults of the Holly School District in an eff ecƟ ve and 
regionally purposeful manner.

“New, fi rst class technology supports a 21st century 
curriculum. Students are learning to use Google docs and 
using fewer textbooks and less paper. Holly’s teachers are 

working hard to rewrite the curriculum to 21st century 
standards. The design of the new school enhances 

everything we do. We even have a distance-learning studio 
and are off ering Spanish to area schools, from here in Holly.”

–Superintendent Yokum
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Safety First

The old schools were not safe places for kids. “We had too many doors, which made 
them impossible to monitor properly. The planning process was exemplary. The 
architects met with staff  members individually four Ɵ mes, to learn what teachers 
needed in the classrooms. They worked closely with school administraƟ on, the school 
board, and school staff  in the planning stages,” explains Yokum.

Today’s Holly School is a safe place. Access is controlled at the main entry so school 
staff  know who is in the building at all Ɵ mes. The enƟ re locker room area was 
designed to FEMA standards to serve as a tornado shelter should stormy skies bring 
destrucƟ on again. Superintendent Yokum adds, “There is a sense of security that 
we all feel here, which serves our need as a community recovering from mulƟ ple 
traumas.”

The age-specifi c “learning communiƟ es” within the school were designed around 
the detailed requirements of the students, parents, and teachers in each learning 
community. Student ameniƟ es were designed based on students’ academic develop-
ment with appropriate breakout spaces, adjacency to outdoor spaces, access to 
technology, and art and science labs.  Final classroom locaƟ ons were based on 
student ages and allow for comfortable parent access while remaining secure. 

The school is the center of the Holly community, and special aƩ enƟ on was paid to
allow for community access to the building. The board room, library, distance learning 
classroom, and commons are easily accessible through the secure entry of the 
building and serve to support community funcƟ ons before and aŌ er school. The new 
outdoor track around Holly’s football fi eld is oŌ en used by the public when teams are 
not pracƟ cing there, and  an elevated walking track around the gym serves ciƟ zens’ 
fi tness needs, regardless of the weather.

The fi nal design of the school refl ects the straighƞ orward and pragmaƟ c nature of 
the community. CreaƟ ve soluƟ ons that saƟ sfy the requirements of the project while 
expressing the systems needed to operate the building, enables students to gain an 
understanding of the systems and sequenƟ al process required to build a 21st century 
school honoring the values of stewardship, propriety, and operaƟ onal effi  ciency.

The exposed mechanical and electrical systems throughout the building are 
used as a teaching opportunity.

Reclaimed lumber and decking from the demolished Anna Bryce School in 
mul  ple loca  ons express the heritage of the community and demonstrate 
the ability of new buildings to reuse exis  ng materials.
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The furniture in the classroom is designed to support diverse learners. For example, 
classrooms are equipped with chairs designed to be sat upon comfortably forward 
or backward without distracƟ ng from the lesson; “Hoki” stools with slightly rounded 
boƩ oms that move with the students allow younger kids to wiggle just a liƩ le, which 
research shows helps them to focus and pay aƩ enƟ on beƩ er. “Students who have 
trouble siƫ  ng sƟ ll really benefi t from these innovaƟ ve chairs because they are not 
stuck at a desk,” explained Principal Heather Flint.

4

The design team integrated a variety of technology opƟ ons 
into the building including interacƟ ve smart boards in every 
classroom, a common distance learning classroom, student 
breakout spaces for each age based learning community, high 
performance daylighƟ ng, and acousƟ cs in every classroom. 

Past awards and photographs are on display in the commons. 

Exposed tubular dayligh  ng devices transmit daylight to the interior levels of 
the building.
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The Pride of the Prairie

The people, environment, and educaƟ onal aspiraƟ ons of each school and district can 
inform the design of every new  school. The architecture of the new school for Holly 
promotes 21st Century educaƟ on, acknowledges the vernacular context of Holly and 
accommodates local events and social gatherings within the community. The design 
team idenƟ fi ed the important educaƟ onal objecƟ ves, regional materials, landforms, 
weather paƩ erns, facility and site development strategies and incorporated this 
understanding into the design of a modern, progressive school facility; thereby 
connecƟ ng the architecture of the new school to the people, place and region of 
Holly, Colorado.

The commons in the Holly PK-12 building is located and designed to specifi cally 
address community interacƟ on.  The commons is designed as a fl exible space that can 
expand, contract, and connect to the exterior through a large operable wall between 
the gym and commons and a large overhead commercial glass garage door directly 
Ɵ ed to the exterior.  This space is specifi cally designed to adapt to a wide range of 
community acƟ viƟ es through the adjacency of support spaces and fl exible design 
features of the space.  

“Our school is a warm and inviƟ ng place. People are excited 
to come here,” Yokum adds, “whether they are from Holly or 

elsewhere. It’s truly our shining star. I call Holly School ‘The 
Pride of the Prairie’ We have actually gained some out-of-

district students through open enrollment.”

The library’s fl exible learning environment

Holly School is the cornerstone of this small community.  In 
addiƟ on to the library, distance learning lab, board room, and 
computer labs, the gymnasium serves as a central community 
space for the town of Holly in response to community 
comments requesƟ ng an elevated walking track for community 
use in the winter Ɵ me.  
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“Words can’t even describe the value of the process, and the 
enƟ re project, to the Holly community at large. The new Holly 
School is an amazing source of pride for our community!” 

–Bradley Simon, Mayor
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