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This research situates Midvale Elementary School within the broader discourse of 
suburbanization, and within the historical development of America’s educational system.  It also 
examines the production of American identity from the 1950’s through the early 1990’s on a 
micro scale.  The majority of evidence is drawn from oral interviews with retired teachers and 
principals from Midvale, and from archival research conducted at the Wisconsin Historical 
Society and at the main office of the Madison Metropolitan School District. 
 Midvale Elementary School was a site of productive confrontation where students, 
teachers, parents and administrators negotiated some of the same social and political concerns 
that occupied the country on a national scale.  Some of these issues were related to race and 
economic disparities; others had to do with choices about the curriculum – deciding which 
subjects would be the most valuable for an industrialized, democratic society. 
 Midvale opened its doors to five hundred and fourteen students in kindergarten through 
sixth grade on September 10th 1951.  Our Lady Queen of Peace had opened two years prior, but 
Midvale was the first public school in the Westmorland Neighborhood.  

The building had eighteen regular classrooms and specialty rooms for science, music, and 
art.  It was also equipped with a library, an office suite, a combined lunchroom and auditorium, a 
kitchen, and a gymnasium with shower facilities. Specialty rooms such as these are standard in 
American Elementary Schools today, but during the 1950s they were state-of-the-art innovations. 
Weiler and Strang, the local architectural firm who had been hired, consulted with Madison’s 
Board of Education to learn about the system’s instructional aims, and then designed Midvale to 
fit a specific, curriculum-driven building criterion. 
 The broader trend of America’s education system began to change during the 1950s.   
Many of the nation’s schools had instituted progressive policies during the nineteenth century, 
but after the war, many schools returned to traditional teaching techniques and subjects because 
they believed that higher scores on math and science exams would put them ahead of the Soviet 
Union in the race to put a man on the moon. 
 Madison seems to have encouraged a middle path.  The Board of Education prioritized 
core subjects, but they did so in a way that fostered creativity and inter-disciplinary connections. 
The cover of the 1954-56 biennial report of the Madison School District features a middle school 
aged girl peering through the lens of a microscope.  It is a conservative image, but the pages that 
follow reveal a more progressive bent, as the photograph entitled “Kittens at School” suggests.  
The caption reads: “Care of pets teaches children many things about animal life.  The charts 
show that these kittens contributed to the study of language and arithmetic as well as science.” 

The retired teachers and principals from Midvale had many more tales of creative 
teaching and learning exercises.  They also spoke candidly about race, religion, and economic 
disparities, especially regarding the challenges associated with the 1984 School Pairing Program, 
which was designed to integrate the school system. The pairing also shifted grade levels so that 
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grades three through five were transferred to Lincoln School, while kindergarten through grade 
two remained at Midvale.  
 Mary Kay Johnson, a retired teacher, remembered some of the mundane consequences of 
the transition:  “Midvale’s library suddenly became too advanced…the bubblers were too big, 
the toilets were too big, the sinks were too tall.  Seemingly trivial worries,” she said, “became 
even more frustrating when they were compounded with major issues such as parents’ lack of 
confidence in the school, and self-esteem issues amongst the students.”   

The first few years of the Pairing Program were tumultuous for everyone who was 
involved, but eventually, many families moved into the area so that their children could attend 
Midvale School. The aspects that were once perceived as negative, or as setbacks for west-side 
children, turned out to have positive consequences.  The school received extra resources from the 
state because it was racially diverse and had the greatest number of children who received free or 
reduced lunch.  This allowed the school to invest in new classroom technology, and to hire 
curriculum specialists to remedy the problem of plummeting test scores.  Other benefits that are 
still in effect include an English as a Second Language Program (ESL) and a Student 
Achievement Guarantee in Education Program (SAGE).  

The history of Midvale Elementary School is inseparably bound to the history of 
Madison, Wisconsin, and to the history of the nation at large.  The most important function of the 
school, in addition to producing healthy, academically inclined, rational individuals, was to be an 
instrument of social change within the community.  Midvale brought administrators and teachers 
together to improve the curriculum, to involve members of the community, and to incorporate 
parents’ concerns and ideas.  Midvale Elementary School has changed with the times to offer 
what was best, and to be what was best, for the community that it served. 
 
Images - 
 

 
 
Midvale Elementary School, 1951, photograph by Arthur M. Vinje of the Wisconsin State 
Journal.  Photograph is from the Archive of the Madison Metropolitan School District. 
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“Kittens at School” 
Original caption: “Care of pets teaches children many things about animal life.  The charts show 
that these kittens contributed to the study of language and arithmetic as well as science.” 
Science in the Madison public schools: biennial report, 1954-56, Board of Education, 1954-56. 
http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/WI.MMSDBR195456 
page 17. 


