




decommissioned mills and facto ries into 

multifamily housing. commercial space, mixed 
use, senior living, and artist live/work space. 
Like those structures, decommissioned school 
buildings lend themselves well to residential 
usage. The large number of windows makes 
it possible to adapt for multifamily housing 
while simultaneously achieving a historic tax 
credit by preserving the structure's architec­
tural significance. 

For the Voke, the development team faced 
the challenge of addressing the damage done 

by the single-story metal-and-glass infil l 
gymnasium addition and another expansion 

fo r a welding shop. The structure would also 
need to be made energy efficient and sustain­
able. Aesthetic chall enges included restoring 
the original masonry and exposed structural 
elements to their former glory and finding 
a solution for the windows to recreate the 
historic appearance. 

The infill gymnasium addit ion had been 
demolished prior to Winn Development's pur­

chase of the property as had the non-histor ic 
addition housing the school's welding shop. 
But rather tha n improving the site's appear­
ance, a decision made to pave t he courtyard 
and use it for tractor-trailer storage only 
contributed to the Voke's aspect of decay. The 
redesign called for a landscaped courtyard, as 
the trade school itself had once boasted, to be 
enjoyed by residents and visitors. 

The desig n team worked to ensure that. 
in addition to accomplishing aesthetic and 

programmatic goals, the reintroduction of 
elements, like the courtyard, supported the 

restoration and preservation of the building's 
architectural significance. The residents of 
Worcester all know the Voke, whether they at­
tended the school themselves, know someone 
who did, or drove past it countless t imes trav­
elling to and from the 'Pike. It would not be 
enough to adapt the building for residential 
use. The completed Voke Lofts project would 
have to help restore some measure of p ride to 

the community. 

Restoring Pride 
With the gymnasium extracted, the plan of­
fered a courtyard entrance to the structure, 
walkways, views of green space and ample 
natural daylighting {vital to any residential 

project) to all floors, including the first. The 
site of the demolished welding shop provided 



ALL 312 OF THE BUILDING'S WINDOW 
OPENINGS RECEIVED REPLICATED 
FENESTRATION THAT MATCHED THE 
ORIGINAL HISTORIC LOOK, AUGMENTING 
THE VOKE'S ARCHITECTURAL BEAUTY 
AND ICONIC WEIGHT. 



a new spot for a small parking area. But the 

additions had created other challenges. Most 
notably, t he masonry on all three courtyard­
facing facades were badly damaged and stained 
by construction and facility operation associated 
with the gymnasium addition. 

Restoring the masonry exterior would be 
extremely important to preserving the historic 
structure's iconic industrial appearance. Part icu­
larly noteworthy of the fa;:ade are the horizontal 

cast stone belt courses on the building's Grove 
Street frontage, linking t he three sections of 

the school structure. The team restored the belt 
courses to appear brighter and more welcoming, 

as they may have appeared when the school was 
first completed. Ornamental masonry panels were 
likewise restored. One of these, a concrete entabla­
ture within the brick and cast stone parapet, read­
ing "WORCESTER BOYS TRADE SCHOOL", required 

special effort for preservation. 
In addition to the cleaning, rebu ilding and 

tuckwork necessary to restore t he brickwork that 
had long ago become stained and discolored, 

certain pieces of the masonry had to be replicated 

rather t han preserved. The existing brick parapets 
on t he 1912 addition were found to be structurally 

unsound, and the team discovered rusting lintels 
behind t he original brick of the 1926 addition. 
These could not be saved and had to be rebuilt. 

For the Voke's windows, preservation was 
not possible but historical accuracy remained a 
priority. Happily, the design team's experience 
opened the door to a first-rate solution: h istoric 
replica frames. All 312 of the building's window 
openings received replicat ed fenestration that 

matched the original historic look, augment-
ing the Voke's architectural beauty and iconic 

weight. The architects worked closely with the 
Worcester Historical Commission and National 

Park Service on th is process, creating st eel and 
aluminum frame mock-ups, conducting trial in­
stallations and ultimately delivering the replicas 
to exacting specifications. 

The large, arched windows that were once a 
part of the 2-story school auditorium space were 
particularly challenging for replication. The size 

and radius of the arches are not standard for t he 
local manufacturer, so bespoke production was 

required. The design team also had to coordinate 
the mullion locations in a way that would mask 

the new floor structure being constructed be­
hind the window. From the outside, the windows 
still dictate the large 2-story auditorium space 
while inside the added floor allowed the team to 
program duplex units. 

The team was also able to specify the fenes­
tration to support the project's energy-efficiency 
and sustainability goals. The glazing delivers 
saturating daylight while reducing solar heat 

(continues on page 58) 
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Materials 

WINDOWS /GLAZING Diamond 
Windows & Doors Manufacturing, 
diamondwindows.com 

CANOPIES Soucy Industries Inc., 
soucyindustries.com 

SITE LIGHTING Antique Street 
Lamps, antiquestreetlamps.acuity 
brands.com 

BOILERS Hydro Therm, hydrotherm.co 

CHILLER Johnson Controls, 
www.johnsoncontrols.com 

FAN COILS The Whalen Co., 
whalencompany.com 

PUMPS Taco Inc., www.taco-hvac.com 

HEAT PUMPS/CONDENSING UNITS 
Samsung, www.samsung.com 

RESILIENT FLOORING IN UNITS 
KITCHENS AND MARKET UNIT LIVING 
AREAS Shaw Contract Group, 
www.shawcontractgroup.com 

BATHROOMS Centiva Flooring, 
www.tandus-centiva.com 

WOOD FLOORING IN LOUNGE/ 
GALLERY, CARPET TILES IN COR­
RIDOR /COMMON AREA, AND UNIT 
BROADLOOM CARPET Shaw 
Contract Group 

DRYWALL AND ACCESSORIES 
USG Corp., www.usg.com 

MASONRY CLEANERS AND PAINT 
STRIPPER PROSOCO, 
www.prosoco.com 

gain and UV penetration, and t he replica 
frames minimize thermal bridging and 

air infiltration better than the original 
windows. 

Unique Challenges 
The unique nature of this particular school 

building presented challenges that the de­
signers rarely encountered in conversions 
of mills and factories. For instance, the 

Worcest er Historic Commission required 

that a solution for the interior redesig n re­
spect the original large school corridors t o 
preserve the school-building atmosphere, 
eliminating valuable square footage from 
use in rental units and creating chall enges 
for the layouts. Another example: Student 

trade shops could not be converted in the 

same way typical classroom s might , and 
t he nature of the vocational school meant 

that there were few "typical" classrooms. 
Perhaps most challenging for the inte­

rior, the Voke presented differing structural 
beam and column material, to say nothing 

of the layout, in each of the three building 
sections. The 1909 building was heavy tim­

ber; the 1912 addition presented a mixture 

of wood and st eel columns and beams; and 

t he 1926 addition is all steel. Each section 

required its own specific detailing and 

approach to layout dictated by its column 

spacing . The wood decking and brick exte­
rior walls were the only constant. 

A complete gut of the interior not being 
possible, the development team worked to 

find innovative solutions. In the end, the 

challenge required flexibility and inventive­

ness, resulting in a design in which no two 

units of the 84 total have the exact same 

layout or aesthetic. Each resident family 

enjoys a unique home within the Voke. 
The 116,000-square-foot building had 

been decommissioned for only a few years 
before WinnDevelopment took over its 

custody, so much of the interior was still 
in very good condition. The roof had not 

yet begun to leak, and the exposed brick in 
many areas was less challenging to restore. 

The existing plaster walls, badly deterio­
rated by cold winters without any heat in 

t he building, were the major exception and 
had t o be replicated with drywall. 

The team focused on exposing as much 

of the original architectural elements­

structural columns and beams, wood 

decking, brick walls-to the fullest ext ent 
possible. The goal was to a llow t hese ele­

ments to be part of the Voke's resurgence 
and help t ell the st ory of its past. 

The team removed deg raded finishes 

and replaced them with more appropri-
ate ones for residential applications. The 

12- to 14-foot-high ceilings, exposed beams 

and enormous windows naturally lent 
themselves to creating bright, airy lofts and 
apartments, and the double-loaded cor­

ridors were used to the advantage of the 
new residential programmi ng. Although 

it was impossible to retain much of the 
original, noisy wood flooring, replacing 
it with a composite flooring made w ith 
recycled content provided the look of wood 

but with much-needed sound dampening . 

The team also installed a state-of-the-art 

high-efficiency HVAC system. 

Many of the spaces lent themselves 

naturally and others, surprisingly, to their 

new programming as shared amenity 
spaces. The Voke's original school lobby 

now serves as a resident lobby and main 
entrance while a fo rmer boiler room is now 

a resident lounge with access t o the out­
door kids' play area. An exercise room and 

art gallery occupy what once was a student 

trade shop. 

Paying Homage to the Past 
Now renamed Voke Lofts as homage t o the 

building's history, government officials, 
investors, locals and press are hailing t he 

project as a significant achievement for 
Worcester. As a mixed-income multifamily 

dwelling, it provides much needed afford­

able housing for city residents. As part of 

the "Gateway District" redevelopment plan, 

Voke Lofts serves as a hub fo r continued 
redevelopment of the area, including other 
historic structures nearby. The market-rate 

un its have been eagerly sought by young 
professionals, many with families. And 
combined with Worcester's revitalized 

downtown life, projects like Voke Lofts en­
courage many natives to continue residing 

in Worcester after high school or college. 
As the second-largest city in New 

England (and growing). Worcester deserves 
to take pride in its hi story and heritage. 
The transformation and preservation of 

a building like the Voke offers citizens an 

anchor for that pride. lil 


