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John C. Tyson was the first African American State Librarian of Virginia. He was an academic librarian, educator, administrator, and consultant whose career advanced library services, professional development, and equity in the field of librarianship. 
Born on August 4, 1951, in Richlands, Virginia—a rural town in Tazewell County in the Appalachian Mountains—Tyson grew up in a region shaped by coal mining and limited educational infrastructure. He earned a bachelor’s degree from Concord College in West Virginia.
He went on to complete a master’s degree in library science from the University of Illinois (Urbana-Champaign) and a master’s degree in public administration from West Virginia University. He earned a doctorate in library administration from Simmons College in Boston. 

Tyson’s professional library career began in the early 1970s with entry-level and instructional positions that built his expertise in academic librarianship and user services. 
From 1973 to 1975, he worked at Concord College. In 1976, he served at West Virginia University. He then moved to the University of Wisconsin–Parkside (1977–1979), where he gained further experience in reference and public services. 
In 1979, he joined Northern Illinois University (NIU) in DeKalb, Illinois advancing to assistant director for planning, administration, and development (1984–1986). During his time at NIU, he held the rank of associate professor and was actively involved in library instruction initiatives, staff development, and professional organizations.
Tyson was a doctoral candidate at Simmons College while at NIU and contributed to the literature as co-author of Materials and Methods for Business Research.
He also worked as an international management consultant specializing in teambuilding, strategic planning, and human resource development, advising academic and public libraries across the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom. 
In 1986 Tyson returned to Virginia as university librarian at the University of Richmond, directing Boatwright Memorial Library for five years (1986–1990). In this role, he oversaw operations for an academic library supporting a liberal arts curriculum, emphasizing collection development, instruction, and administrative efficiency. 
Dr. Tyson’s most prominent appointment came in 1990 when Governor L. Douglas Wilder named him State Librarian of Virginia, making him the first African American to hold the position in the state. As State Librarian, Tyson was a vocal advocate for greater public access to state library resources. He spearheaded initiatives to modernize services, most notably by establishing computer links between the new Library of Virginia facility and libraries throughout the Commonwealth, thereby expanding digital and informational access for all Virginians. His tenure emphasized equity, outreach, and technological integration in public and state-supported libraries. He served until 1994. 
Following his service as Virginia State Librarian, Dr. Tyson joined the faculty of the Graduate School of Information Sciences at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, as an associate professor. He continued his consulting work as president of John Tyson and Associates, a firm focused on human resource development and library management.

Professional Activities

Dr. John Tyson’s professional activities throughout his career included extensive service to the American Library Association (ALA) and the Black Caucus of the American Library Association (BCALA).
He served as a delegate to the ALA National Forum on Continuing Education (1979) and was co-organizer of the LAMA Assistant to the Director Discussion Group (1981). 
Tyson was active in ALA’s Library Instruction Round Table (LIRT), the primary forum for librarians across all library types (academic, public, school, and special) to advance bibliographic instruction and user education. His involvement began in the early 1980s and included multiple elected and appointed roles.
A 1996 LIRT memorial noted that Tyson provided years of service to the Library Instruction Round Table” and highlighted his strategic planning leadership. 
Dr. 
Tyson also chaired ALA’s Use of Libraries Committee (1984–85), which aligned closely with LIRT’s focus on user education and orientation. His emphasis on strategic planning, information literacy, and cross-type library collaboration strengthened LIRT’s role within ALA .
Dr. Tyson’s contributions elevated library instruction from isolated sessions to a core strategic priority, equipping librarians and users for an increasingly complex information landscape. His work combined hands-on tools (via publications), organizational leadership (LIRT), and administrative vision (academic libraries), leaving a lasting imprint on the field.
He also held leadership positions in the Library Administration and Management Association (LAMA) of the American Library Association in the early 1980s while serving as assistant director for planning, administration, and development at Northern Illinois University Libraries (1979–1986). His service began in 1980 when he joined the LAMA Staff Development Committee, on which he served until 1984 and helped address training, continuing education, and professional growth for library staff across all types of libraries. 
In 1981 he co-organized the LAMA Assistant to the Director Discussion Group to support mid-level administrators and simultaneously assumed the chairmanship of the LAMA Personnel Administration Section (PAS) Literature Review Subcommittee, a leadership role he held through 1984 in which he guided the review and dissemination of literature on personnel issues. From 1983 to 1984 he also served as a member of the LAMA PAS Program Committee, contributing to the planning and delivery of programs on library administration topics. These successive committee roles reflected his expertise in human resource development, teambuilding, and strategic planning and strengthened LAMA’s initiatives in personnel administration and staff development during a period of rapid professional change.
From 1990 to 1992 Tyson served as president of the Black Caucus of the American Library Association (BCALA), demonstrating his deep commitment to advancing opportunities and visibility for African American librarians. Earlier, he had been a passionate supporter and force in BCALA’s development. In 1992, BCALA honored him with its Distinguished Service Award for his leadership in planning the First National Conference of African American Librarians. 
Tyson also served on various committees of the Wisconsin and Illinois Library Associations, notably  the Executive Board of the Illinois Association of College and Research Libraries (1985–1987).

Legacy

Tyson died on November 7, 1995, after a brief illness at the age of 44. The Virginia General Assembly passed Senate Joint Resolution No. 47 in 1996 to commemorate his life and contributions, noting his trailblazing achievements and expressing the body’s sadness at the loss of “a singularly talented and accomplished Virginian.” His legacy includes advancing library access, mentoring through programs like Virginia Heroes, and strengthening professional networks for African American librarians via BCALA.
The Graduate School of Information Sciences at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville established the "John C. Tyson Minority Scholarship Endowment". 
 Posthumously, the Black Caucus of the American Library Association (BCALA) named him recipient of the 6th BCALA Trailblazer Award presented at the 30th Anniversary Celebration in 2000.
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