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How would league change affect 
individual programs?
We asked coaches how a move to the 
Flint Hills League could impact their 
programs.
Football
Football already competes indepen-
dently of the MEL, and the current 
KSHSAA district system leaves four 
games to schedule independently. 
Coach Jess Rutledge said the priority 
would probably be to fill those spots 
with league schools, several of whom 
we regularly play already.
Volleyball
Coach Chris Smart said he would be 
sad to see current rivalries go away, 
but that we already play several Flint 
Hills schools throughout the season.

Cross Country, Track
Coach Roger Alderman said the 
change would only affect the league 
meets at the end of the season. We 
would still schedule a variety of oppo-
nents throughout the season, including 
current MEL and FHL schools.
Basketball
Both boys and girls coaches cited 
scheduling as the biggest change. 
“By changing leagues we will have 
more teams on our schedule that 
have the same size of enrollment as 
us. For example, instead of playing 
in a mid-season tournament at Royal 
Valley against 3A and 4A opponents, 
we will play in a league tournament 
against 1A and 2A opponents,” girls 
coach Trevor Keller said. Boys coach 

Christian Ulsaker said “If we join the 
Flint Hills league we would only play 
each league school once and then a 
league tournament.” 
Softball and Baseball
Coach Joe Dee Tarbutton said he’s in 
favor of the change. “The school sizes 
will match up better. It is tough to 
field a softball team with 9 players on 
the field out of about 100 students. 
I will never run from competition, 
however this will just be a better fit 
overall.” While some have cited the 
strength of competition as a reason 
to stay with MEL schools, Tarbutton 
didn’t agree. “Mission Valley softball 
and baseball came out of the league 
and won 2A State last year, so it’s not 
like you can’t prepare playing in that  
league. They have some very good 

teams.” Baseball coach Lance Fuller 
said WHS would likely be more com-
petitive against similar sized schools.
Wrestling
Wrestling would be most affected at 
the league tournament. WHS currently 
cannot fill every weight class for 
either boys or girls teams, so smaller 
competition could help us as far as 
team scores.
Girls Tennis
WHS is the only MEL team that 
regularly has girls tennis (Rossville 
recently had a co-op with Hayden). 
That wouldn’t change in the FHL, as no 
teams have tennis. WHS is looking to 
compete in the NCKL, as it competes 
against those schools throughout the 
season.

Scholars Bowl, Forensics and Music
For scholars bowl and forensics, coach 
Brendan Praeger said the move would 
only affect the league meets. “We’ll 
be competitive anywhere in scholars 
bowl, and forensics is individualized 
enough that it shouldn’t matter.” For 
band and choir, director Jamie Rogers 
said the change wouldn’t be big. The 
FHL hosts a league festival at Emporia 
State each year, which would replace 
MEL band day.
Junior High
Junior high sports would receive the 
same benefits as high school sports, 
mostly facing similar-sized schools. 
A big change would be in basketball, 
as the FHL boys and girls basketball 
teams compete from November-Febru-
ary, rather than a split schedule.

Wabaunsee pursues 
move to Flint Hills 
League as MEL 
merges with Big 7
Sophia Castillo | staff writer

If accepted, Wabaunsee could 
be part of the Flint Hills league 
in the 2024-2025 school year. 

With the Mideast league 
merging with the Big Seven, the 
five remaining schools are left 
to decide their next steps. 

Rock Creek started the shift 
when it decided to leave the 
Mid-East league in the spring of 
2022 to go to the North Central 
Kansas League. Rock Creek 
made the decision based on its 
growing enrollment (at 380 
students this year, it’s almost 
60 percent larger than Silver 
Lake, the second biggest MEL 
school).

That left a league of five, 
which makes it hard for other 

schools to fill their schedules 
and is not sustainable in the 
long run. The MEL reached out 
to multiple schools to join the 
league, but didn’t expand.

The other four remaining 
schools — Riley County, Silver 
Lake, Rossville and St. Marys — 
are taking steps to merge with 
the Big Seven league. Located 
north and east of the current 
MEL, the Big Seven includes 
Hiawatha, Holton, Royal Valley, 
Jeff West, Perry-Lecompton, 
Sabetha, Nemaha Central and 
Riverside, who is leaving the 
league. The new league could 
recieve a new name when the 
additional schools join.

Administrators and the 
school board decided that the 
Big Seven wasn’t the best op-
tion for WHS.

After researching potential 
leagues, athletic director Jeron 
Weisshaar presented options 
at the February board meeting. 
His findings showed that the 
Flint Hills League is more eq-
uitable in terms of location and 
school size. There are five 2A 
schools and three 3A schools in 

the FHL and the average travel 
time is an hour. 

The league includes North-
ern Heights, Chase County, 
Council Grove, Mission Val-
ley, Lyndon, Osage City, West 
Franklin and Central Heights.

After a board discussion, 
USD 329 sent a letter of inter-
est to the Flint Hills league to 
visit with them about member-
ship. The league plans to meet 
and decide later this month 
whether to extend an official 
invitation.

If the Flint Hills League 
doesn’t accept WHS, admin-
istrators would have to weigh 
other options. Although not 
exactly lined out, WHS would 
have to consider going along 
with the merger with the Big 
Seven. Joining would leave 
WHS about 200 kids smaller 
than the biggest school.

Another option could be 
to look at other leagues that 
are similar to the Flint Hills 
League, although the options 
would include a significant 
increase in travel time.
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Four WHS students competed 
in the Job Olympics in Manhattan 
before spring break.

According to special education 
teacher Lance Fuller, the Job Olym-
pics is a competition for special 
education students from area high 
schools to compete in up to four job 
skill and independent living skill 
events. 

Wabaunsee High School had 
four participants: junior Anthony 
Cherry, freshman Rylee Higbee, and 
sophomores Mercedes Kershaw and 
Canyon Schmitz. 

The Job Olympics is a great op-
portunity for these students to learn 
outside of the classroom. 

“I believe it provides an opportu-
nity for our students to get real-life 
experience outside of the classroom 
in job skills, life skills that will 
benefit them going forward. It also 
puts them in a public setting not 

only with peers but in a setting that 
resembles a real life situation that 
shows off their skills and can im-
prove their comfort around others,” 
Fuller said.

The students got the chance to 
interact with students from other 
schools competing in the Job Olym-
pics. They also practiced the skills 
leading up to the competition.

Cherry competed in vacuuming, 
folding towels, sorting silverware 
and wiping tables. Higby competed 
in gift basket assembly, stocking, 
sorting mail and folding towels. Ker-
shaw competed in job interview and  
thank you letter writing. Schmitz 
competed in shredding, silverware 
sorting, laundry sorting and coin 
recognition.

“The students really enjoy the 
interactions with peers from other 
schools, but they also enjoy perform-
ing the different skills that they have 
been practicing at school. There is 
some competitiveness to it as some 
understand that these are events 
that are judged based on speed and 
accuracy,” Fuller said. 

Students perform real-life skills in job olympics

Canyon Schmitz, Rylee Higby, Anthony Cherry 
and Mercedes Kershaw pose after the Job 
Olympics. Right: Schmitz competes in identi-
fying change. Photos by Lance Fuller.

Illustration by AJ GrutschIllustration by AJ Grutsch

FLINT HILLS LEAGUEFLINT HILLS LEAGUE

BIG EAST LEAGUEBIG EAST LEAGUE


