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Building Materials: Reinforced       
 
Currently there are 66 counties in South 

Dakota and 64 courthouses. Todd County 
and Oglala Lakota County (formerly 
Shannon County) are unorganized and 

do not have courthouses. Oglala Lakota 
County contracts with Fall River County 

for local government services and Todd 
County contracts with Tripp County.  

 
Once a county was organized and 
designated as the county seat, plans 

were usually made by the 
commissioners/ residents of the town to build a courthouse.  Building a courthouse, 

especially if it was substantial and durable, helped the town retain the county seat; 
a courthouse gave the impression of permanency. 
 

During this activity your students will use dates of construction and architectural 
features to conjecture which of the 4 basic designs of courthouses best describes 

the courthouse in their county.  Then your students will conduct a simple activity to 
test how adding material like rebar (reinforcing bar) to cement increase its 
strength. (Interactive from NOVA – compare cement with and without rebar; Video 

- compare concrete and cement)      
 

There were four basic designs for courthouses from 1862-1940.  
(From the South Dakota State Historical Preservation Office)    

 

 
 

 Wood-frame 

vernacular design 
(1862-1915): 

Smaller simple 
buildings; usually 
counties did not 

have a large 
budget; photo 

shows the old Grant 
County Courthouse, 
Milbank, SD 

($4,000) 

Brown County Courthouse 

South Dakota State Historical Society 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/buildingbig/lab/materials.html
http://sdpb.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/arct14.sci.dscement/how-do-cement-and-concrete-differ/
http://www.sdpb.org/templesofjustice/presentation/
http://www.ujs.sd.gov/uploads/about/Speeding_ticket.pdf
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 19th-Century 

Eclecticism (1880-

1905): More visual 
elements, 

architecturally 
significant; many 

times wood frame 
with brick exterior; 
Photo – Kingsbury 

County Courthouse  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 20th-Century 
Classicism (1905-
1930): More of a 

classical design and 
larger because 

counties were more 
financially stable; 
columns, limestone 

(stone)  
 

 
 
 

 

South Dakota State Historical Society 

South Dakota State Historical Society 



 
 SD Courthouses 

Teaching Tip 

Building Materials: Reinforced  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 Prairie, Art Deco and Modern 

Designs (1917-1940): 

Simpler, generally two stories 
with horizontal lines, porches 

 
 

 

 
 

 
Visit the following websites for additional information, photos 
and video about the four designs of South Dakota Courthouses.  

o County Courthouse Presentation (SDSHS): History and Design  
o Documentary: Temple of Justice 

o Interactive Map: South Dakota Courthouse Map 
 

  Process:  
 
 Your students should complete the following activity. This is a simple activity to 

test how adding material like rebar (reinforcing bar) to cement increase its 

strength. (Interactive from NOVA – compare cement with and without rebar)    
  

o Gather the following (list will vary depending on setup):  

 Safety googles 
 Water (freezer or winter weather) 

 Flat containers (quart container shown below) 
 Bucket (or equivalent)   

 Strap (or equivalent) 
 Balance  
 Sand 

 Stand/Tables   
 Rebar (safety considerations) 

 Possible idea: skewers without point 
 Sticks 
 Dowels  

 Etc.  

South Dakota State Historical Society 

http://www.sdpb.org/templesofjustice/presentation/
http://www.sdpb.org/templesofjustice/
http://www.sdpb.org/templesofjustice/map/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/buildingbig/lab/materials.html
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o A typical setup is show below (for pairs of students):  
 

 
 
 

 
 Mark the level of water 

in the containers so 
accurate comparisons 
can be made between 

the control ice and 
testing ice; 1.5 cm is 

shown here; ice which 
is too thick will be 

difficult to break (fail) 
with this test 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 Add water and then 

freeze; the rebar 

chosen by the 
students should be 

added to the test ice 
at this point; the rebar 
should be suspended 

in the ice  
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 There are many ways to test the strength of the ice, above is a typical setup 
in which sand was added to the bucket until the ice failed; then a balance 
was used to measure the amount of sand that was used.    

 
 

 
 
 

 
Taking it to the Next Level: 
 

 Try different types, lengths 

and amounts of rebar. Too 
much rebar can deter from 
the structure of the ice 

(cement) and it is not cost 
effective.       

 
Contact EdServices@sdpb.org for 

more information about SDPB’s educational resources 

mailto:EdServices@sdpb.org

