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What do you do with an abandoned elementary school that is still in relatively good 

condition? Many communities across the nation have sold such properties to developers who 

have renovated these properties into apartment or condominium complexes.

This is not the case in Overland Park. There, some three years ago, city officials grappled 

with changing demographics that had led to the closing of the Tomahawk Ridge Elementary 

School on Lowell Street, with the exception of a pod and basement facilities utilized by the 

Overland Park Police Department. Instead of selling the facility for residential development, 

city officials identified a need for a community center in that part of town and opted to 

undertake extensive renovation of the elementary school. Throughout the ensuing years, 

the decision has proved to be a wise one, providing needed and valued services to area 

residents and adding life and longevity to the 1980s former school building

TransformaTion
Hoefer Wysocki Architects LLC, a Kansas City-based full-service architectural planning 

and design firm, was selected to lead the design team. Ken Henton, principal architect for 

the project, says the main challenge in designing the renovation of the interior was 

determining how to open up the facility’s basic school layout with a series of pods built 

around a central core. “Lots of structural modifications, including the removal of certain 

load-bearing walls, created the desired open, inviting floor plan for the community center,” 

says Henton. The library became part of the fitness facilities and the cafeteria was 
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Tomahawk Ridge CommuniTy CenTeR

Previous spread: An attractively landscaped plaza was created outside the front 
entrance to the Tomahawk Ridge Community Center in Overland Park.

1: Architectural and lighting accents enliven the center’s main lobby.

2: A lounge area bridges the main entry and an aerobic exercise facility.

3: Curved ceiling accents manufactured by 3Form float above the center’s main 
circulation corridor.

4: Lighting accents brighten the aerobic exercise area.
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transformed into an aerobics area. Individual classrooms were renovated as multipurpose 

rooms with high-level audio-visual equipment; one room is capable of accommodating 

several hundred people for conferences and events. Plumbing systems also were updated, 

with replacement of school-sized fixtures and addition of private locker-room showers as 

key elements. The gymnasium was in good condition, so floors were sanded and refinished, 

and a curtain wall was installed to separate the two full-size basketball courts.  

An attractive entrance tower was added with clerestory windows to create a clean, bright 

and welcoming space for members and visitors. Although little exterior renovation of the 

former school building was necessary, an attractively landscaped plaza was created at the 

front entrance. Bob Pledge, Overland Park manager of facilities, also notes the city-owned, 

full-sized outdoor swimming pool adjacent to the center, separated by a shared parking area.

The overall design, Henton says, included 20,000 square feet of room for the continuing 

presence of the Overland Park Police Department, with a basement PD conference room 

and a main-floor office space.

“[Among] the interesting design features of the building,” says Henton, “are the ceiling 

fixtures that resemble waves of water, linking the center with its location on the ridge of the 

Tomahawk Creek watershed.” These fixtures, along with the colorful incorporation of bold 

pops of orange, purple and dark blue, give the building a lively, contemporary look.

“The community center was an awesome project,” says Henton. “The fact that we could 

take an old school and turn it into such a vital, contemporary center for probably 50 

cents on the dollar, was impressive.” Henton estimates the total costs for the renovation 

at $4 million to $5 million, compared with a construction cost of more than $30 million 

for the new Matt Ross Community Center in downtown Overland Park. Henton says his 

firm has taken numerous other clients on tours of the building to show them what can be 

done with an old school.

Amenities And services
Unlike commercial fitness centers, the Tomahawk Ridge Community Center focuses on 

the needs of community members with recreational and fitness services geared primarily to 

families who want a healthier, well-balanced lifestyle. Following are a few highlighted 

offerings of the completed facility:

• Fitness activities—The fitness center offers top-of-the-line cardio equipment, resistance 

training and free weights for all levels. It also boasts 29 cardio machines, 19 weight-resistance 

machines, 11 treadmills, a free-weight area and seven flat-screen televisions. The community 

center also offers a gymnasium with two full-size courts, massage therapy, personal training 

and fitness assessments.

• Game room—Especially popular with youth, this area offers opportunities to play 

pool, table tennis or foosball with friends, or to enjoy old-school coin-operated video games 

and their modern counterparts.

• Child care—While parents use the rest of the community center, Child Watch staff 

members provide children, ages 6 months to 10 years, with personalized attention, using 

books and games along with trendy technology to entertain them.

• Art at the Center—A not-for-profit gallery space offers local, regional and national artists, 

both professional and amateur, an opportunity to showcase their work, with all art marked 

for sale unless otherwise noted. Special exhibitions are also mounted periodically.   
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