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11. Best Building Project – General Contractor Over $70 Million 

Why this project should win an ACE Award and why this project is unique 

For over five years, community members of the small Casper town attentively watched the 

careful reconstruction of the 92-year-old Natrona County High School. Seeing the crumbling 

terracotta façade, cracked marble floors, and broken stained-glass windows, the community 

knew something must be done. Rallying around the mission statement of “this place matters,” the 

years-long effort to preserve the historic components while creating a 21st-Century learning 

environment began to take place.  

Crews carefully restored its historical elements and added new space, blending old with new in a 

complicated $110 million, five-phase project. Unique project characteristics include: 

• Historic renovation of Wyoming’s first education center, which was once attended by 

Dick Cheney – the 46th President of the US – and is listed on the National Register of 

Historic Places.  

• Complicated $110 million, five-phase project that spanned more than five years on a 

campus occupied by 1,800 students.  

• Includes a revised historic auditorium that serves as a home for statewide 

competitions and the Wyoming Symphony. 

• The years-long effort preserved historic components while creating a 21st-Century 

learning environment for students.  

• Construction challenges included removing 1/3 of the cast-in-place concrete structure 

while keeping the remaining historic structure intact, installing new foundations in the 

historic theater, installing a new four-story elevator shaft through the existing cast-in-

place concrete structure, and using swing stages suspended from the roofs in the 

Casper wind to complete the masonry and terracotta restoration on the exterior 

building. 



S e t t i n g  U p  F o r  S u c c e s s  

Bringing the school back to life required years of pre-planning, including demolishing and 

reclaiming three former city blocks to be part of the expanded campus and building a separate 

student athletic complex, initially serving as swing space for displaced students.  

Working on a 1924 building was a true test of flexibility, with hand-drawn historic plans and 

numerous unknowns to workaround. With limited as-builts, the AP Wyoming (AP) team 

conducted several days of 3D scanning to capture existing building structure, façade, and 

historical elements so they could be accurately integrated into design.  

T h e  T h e a t e r  

The most substantial challenge was the historic theater. Because the old house was simply too 

small a volume for proper acoustics, the design solution literally demanded outside-the-box 

thinking. By opening up the bays of the old ceiling, the design team was able to expand the room 

into the interstitial roof truss area and enhance the balance of sound. An acoustically transparent 

fabric was stretched across the open ceiling bays to replicate the original plaster ceiling finish. 

By expanding the room volume, both proper acoustical balance and reverberation times were 

achieved. Additionally, catwalks laid out in the open roof trusses were able to support critical 

lighting locations. The transformed theater appears untouched but its functionality is vastly 

improved. 

Executing the design solution required a scaffold dance floor system that took three weeks to 

install. Once installed, crews took molds of historic cornices that run across the theater, as well 

as the historic proscenium column, so they could be replicated. The plaster ceiling was removed, 

including asbestos and popcorn texture. AP installed structural steel for new catwalk systems and 

HVAC, mechanical and plumbing. Perfect execution was critical as there was no time to reinstall 

the scaffolding system.  

Restoring the stained-glass windows in the theater took a meticulous system of removing, 

labeling, logging condition and inventorying each piece of glass. Once complete, the pieces were 

sent to an out-of-state specialist to be cleaned and restored. Any broken pieces were replicated, 

and windows were carefully pieced back together in original frames that were stripped, 



sandblasted and repainted. Historic light fixtures were reballasted, restored and hung back in 

place according to photo records.  

The revised historic auditorium is home for statewide competitions and the Wyoming 

Symphony, greeting visitors with restored stained-glass windows, a larger stage and orchestra 

pit, resloped floors, and restored cornices across the now-fabric ceiling.  

B l e n d i n g  O l d  w i t h  N e w  

Other areas of significance were identified early through community input, and restoring the 

Collegiate Gothic structure was met with rousing community support.  

Innovations were identified to allow the historic places to be maintained but updated for better 

learning space. For example, to maximize ceiling heights in classrooms of the existing structure, 

innovative chilled beams were used to lieu of traditional heating and cooling equipment which 

typically includes large ductwork and/or VAV boxes. A chilled beam connects to smaller pipes 

of cooled or heated water that flow through the unit regulating building temperature.  

Preserving yet expanding the historic classroom wing required demolishing one side of the four-

story structure while preserving the structural integrity of the remaining building. One misstep 

and the entire building would have collapsed.  Working closely with a structural engineer, the 

team placed shoring and reinforcements prior to bringing in a giant pulverizer with an 80-foot 

reach to cut through the concrete and rebar.  Once successfully removed, the building was then 

extended approximately 20 feet and classrooms were resized to provide more learning space.  

To meet ADA compliance, AP needed to move an existing elevator, requiring inserting an 

elevator core without jeopardizing the 92-year-old building’s structural integrity. This all needed 

to be done in just eight weeks as it was needed for life safety, phasing, and occupancy.  The 

complex, unconventional approach involved cutting through the concrete structure and providing 

structural steel reinforcements on all four levels.  

Meticulous craftsmanship, close QA/QC and constant re-verification of vertical plumb were 

required during construction of the elevator’s foundation adjacent to the historic foundation and 

during erection of the CMU shaft.  



On the building’s exterior, the original terracotta was cleaned  and restored. The work required 

highly specialized subcontractors that functioned more like artists than laborers to ensure the 

work was complete the quality expectations.  

Using mounted swing stages off the roof, the crews molded and repaired artistic elements of the 

exterior onsite, such as broken noses on faces and other intricate elements. Inside the building, 

special care was taken to bring back to life many defining features such as terrazzo floors, 

marble base, historical fixtures, and a large amount of decorative plaster and trim.   

T h e  R e s u l t s  

The reconstructed school reflects a bright future with lively colors, balanced daylight, and 

handsome finishes. The protected courtyard, coupled with the multi-story commons, bring 

vitality to activities energizing the landmark building. The reconstructed school continues to 

serve as a memorable campus, balancing a deep history of place with the vibrant future 

education. Upon completion, the project now features: 

 New gyms, classrooms, science labs, media center, and career technology shops. 

 A new Commons for informal gatherings, food service, presentations, and social 

interactions. 

 Expansion of campus property and vacation of internal vehicular streets to improve 

parking, vehicle circulation and pedestrian safety. 

 Location of exterior courtyards adjacent to the Commons to improve daylight, views, and 

activity areas. 

 Program areas for culinary arts, agriculture, natural resources, and electronics to prepare 

students for future careers. 

Completed six-months early, the restored school proudly demonstrates the pioneering spirit that 

settled the high plains, discovered oil, and built this proud Western city. The community’s 

investment continues - from preserving its rich history to endowing its young adults. 

 

 

  



T e s t i m o n i a  

Shannon Harris, NC Principal 

On teacher reactions... 

“Teachers are loving the spaces. The teaching walls make it easy to be interactive with students. 

Technology is state of the art. Furniture is flexible. In classrooms, teachers are constantly 

grouping kids and changing up activities so there is a lot of cooperative learning going on and 

those kinds of strategies used. In the new spaces, not only is it bright and new and fresh, but 

everything works so it’s been great for teachers.” 

On student reactions... 

“There are a lot better spaces for kids to hang out and collaborate. They seem comfortable since 

it’s warmed up and we’ve opened the courtyards. They love the glass bridges and walkways. 

They congregate in those areas where we have seating groupings and down the art wings and 

down the music hallways. There are great spaces that were intentionally designed and planned 

for kids and they are using all of those.” 

On visitor reactions... 

 “People drop in and want to see the new school. They are amazed. For those of us who 

remember ‘the castle,’ the school as it’s always looked from the outside. Then visitors walk in 

and see the updates and renovations- they feel like the auditorium and the lobby are like the 

original but much better! And then they look at the classrooms and they are blown away that we 

could keep the historic features and character on the outside but make these new state of the art 

learning spaces for kids on the inside. One of the things they are most surprised by is how light 

and open it is. The old school was a dark and dreary place. And now it’s light and uplifting.” 

  



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 


