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New elementary school named after
Paul J. Olson
Susan Troller
March 25, 2008

Madison's new elementary school on the far west side will bear the name
of Paul J. Olson, a beloved Madison teacher, principal and ardent
conservationist, following a vote at Monday night's School Board meeting.

Olson, who was born in Mount Horeb and attended the University of
Wisconsin-Madison, spent most of his life on crutches following a
childhood bout with polio. He died in 1993 at age 84.

Three of Olson's four children were at Monday's meeting.

"The thing that always struck me most about my dad was his optimism.
He believed in the art of the possible," Tom Olson said following the
meeting. He said his father's focus on overcoming any obstacle was what
he taught his students.

The younger Olson and his brother Jim attended the meeting with their
sister, Karen Sullivan of Janesville. They noted their father loved the
natural world and was a committed environmentalist, fisherman and
outdoorsman. He enjoyed canoeing and navigated the Boundary Waters
on crutches.

"It was about 65 miles and there were probably 25 portages. He was
always an inspiration," Tom Olson said.

Paul Olson was a passionate science teacher who was instrumental in the
purchase and development of the Madison School Forest, a vast outdoor
classroom not far from the site of the new school, which will open its
doors next fall. The new school is being built to strict environmental
guidelines and will be one of the first LEED-certified elementary schools
in the state.

Olson served 23 years as the first principal of Madison's Midvale
Elementary and helped organize the Madison Teachers Federation,
predecessor of the local teachers' union MTI, while a science teacher at
West Junior High. In later years, Olson served a term on the Madison
School Board.

The board chose Olson over three other final local names recommended
by a citizen naming committee in February. That committee, chaired by
Madison historian David Mollenhoff, whittled down a pool of 87 names
submitted by the public.
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Other names honored as part of the final four included Jeffrey Erlanger,
an advocate for people with disabilities; Howard Temin, a Nobel prize
winning cancer researcher at the UW and Ilda Thomas, a community
activist who helped found Centro Hispano.

School Board member Lucy Mathiak noted that Erlanger, who spent his
life in a wheelchair, and Olson, were both widely known and admired for
what they could do, not what they couldn't do.

But ultimately, she voted for Olson's name on the new school.

"He dedicated decades and decades of his life to making this a better
place for Madison students and he left a lasting and enduring legacy to
the district," she said.
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