
 

 
Project Overview: Historic YE Smith Building 

and the Maureen Joy Charter School   
Durham, North Carolina 

 

Summary  
The historic YE Smith school building sits near the 
corner of Driver and Main Streets in East Durham 
and is vacant and in disrepair.  Self-Help plans to 
acquire the property, fully renovate it and lease it to 
Maureen Joy Charter School.  The project will bring 
nearly $10 million of investment to an area that has 
seen more than its share of disinvestment over the 
years.  This catalytic investment will transform a 
vacant building into an anchor for revitalization in 
the surrounding area, building on recent 
investments by the public and private sectors.  The 
plan is to have Maureen Joy Charter School move 
into the building by August 2013 or earlier. 
 
Historic YE Smith School 
The historic YE Smith school and an adjacent lot comprise 2.83 acres between Driver Street and 

Guthrie Avenue, just south of Main 
Street and approximately ¾ of a mile 
east of Golden Belt.  The abandoned 
48,000 square foot former YE Smith 
school was built in 1910 and expanded 
in the 1920s.   
 
The red brick building was designed in 
the Classical Revival style and features a 
prominent arched entrance, granite 
lintels, brick corner pilasters, and 
segmentally arched windows.  The 
original building featured an open air 
courtyard, as shown in the 1950s 
picture above.   
 

The building served as the area’s main public school until 1967 when the new YE Smith elementary 
school was built. Afterwards, the building was used to serve children with disabilities and then as a 
sheltered workshop.  In 1998, local non-profit TROSA acquired the building with plans to renovate 
it for housing, a plan that proved unworkable.  Today the building is deteriorating, but remains 
structurally sound and retains its historic character and many original finishes.  Preservation North 
Carolina holds an option to the property and with TROSA’s approval has entered into an agreement 
to sell to Self-Help. 
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Maureen Joy Charter School 
Maureen Joy Charter School, founded in 1997, is a thriving K-8th grade school located on West 
Cornwallis Road near Highway 15-501 in Durham, a few miles west of downtown.  As one of the 

state’s oldest public charter schools, Maureen Joy is 
tuition-free and open to the public, with admission 
determined by a random lottery.  The curriculum 
emphasizes strong academics and “more time on task,” 
with an eight hour school day.  School leadership 
emphasizes structure and safety, with required uniforms, 
high behavioral standards, and small class sizes that allow 
individualized attention.  Given its success and the 
resulting strong demand, the school seeks to expand 
from its current size of approximately 325 children.   

 
Maureen Joy’s students are 85% low-income and 100% students of color, and they consistently 
outperform peer schools in the district and beyond on end of grade assessments.  The school has 
earned a strong reputation for building students’ character, and for dedicated teachers, Board 
members and administrators.  See http://vimeo.com/20229207 to view a short video. 
 
Project Impact 
By renovating the historic YE Smith building and creating a 
new campus for Maureen Joy, this project will positively 
impact Durham in many ways.  Most importantly, it will 
provide a facility that will allow Maureen Joy to offer an even 
better educational experience to its students.  The new 
campus will allow Maureen Joy to better serve existing 
students, many of whom live in East Durham, and to attract 
new students by providing sufficient space and amenities like 
a gymnasium, library and cafeteria.   
 
In addition to the impact on the children enrolled at the school, this project aligns well with the 
community’s broader vision for revitalizing Northeast Central Durham. The restoration of the 
historic YE Smith building will serve as transformative asset for the surrounding neighborhood.  
Additionally, based on conservative estimates, the project will contribute over $30,000 annually in 
tax revenues to the City and County. (For years the property has been tax exempt.)  These tax 
revenues are on top of an initial project investment of nearly $10 million in the acquisition and 
renovation of the school, and ongoing future investments in maintaining and improving the school. 
 
Development Details 
The historic YE Smith building is a contributing structure in the East Durham National Register 
Historic District and is located in a high distress New Markets Tax Credit (NMTC) census tract. The 
proposed project will leverage historic and NMTC tax credits to attract equity that will help 
complete the project. Self-Help Ventures Fund will lead the acquisition, development, and 
management of the project, drawing on its experience with historic renovation, real estate finance 
and charter school lending.  Belk Architecture will be lead designer and CT Wilson will serve as 
general contractor.  Construction will incorporate numerous green building features, reducing energy 
use, water use and other environmental impacts.  The development team will seek a LEED for 
Schools Silver level certification. 


