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“Libraries store the energy that fuels the imagination. They open up 
windows to the world and inspire us to explore and achieve, and 
contribute to improving our quality of life. Libraries change lives for the 
better.” ― Sidney Sheldon 

Joan Johnson loves that her job is all about empowerment, and like the 
famous American writer said, changing lives for the better. 

“I love helping people be empowered. It’s what motivates me and gets 
me up for work every day,” Joan said.  

As a frontline worker in libraries, Joan was passionate about connecting 
people to the resources they needed. As she moved into leadership 
roles, she loved helping her staff members to realize their full potential 
and use that in a positive way to build their teams.  

Not surprisingly, empowerment seeps over into Joan’s personal life. 
She was raised and influenced by grandparents and parents who 
prioritized education and being self-sufficient.  

“I come from a family of educators and social service professionals, so our upbringing was centered around education 
and being prepared for higher education and a professional career. And reading was a big piece of that,” said Joan.  

Joan grew up in Milwaukee’s Concordia neighborhood, the first Black family to settle there and just one of many ways 
that hers was a family of trailblazers. Her parents empowered Joan and her two brothers with knowledge by reading to 
them and taking them to the library weekly. From that point on, libraries became Joan’s sanctuary—as a young reader, 
as a high school student and library monitor and in college studying and working in the library. After college, besides a 
tangent here and there, her work experiences never strayed far from the arts, and she never lost her passion for 
libraries.  

“While freelancing as a researcher for artists in Seattle, I spent a lot of time in libraries and really liked it—it felt like 
home—so I decided to get a job at the library. I ended up getting a scholarship to go to library school and that’s what led 
me to getting my Master of Library and Information Science degree,” she said.  

Joan worked as a frontline librarian for several years, and then worked her way up through management levels to 
executive positions, which, along with a desire to be closer to family, brought her back to Milwaukee. She joined the 
Milwaukee Public Library administrative team in 2006. Serving as deputy director from 2009-2020, she was responsible 
for the library’s public services, including the operations of the Central Library and neighborhood libraries, youth 
services and adult programs. Under her leadership, the library expanded its programming for teens and adults and 
created an internship position for teens. She was appointed director and city librarian in August 2020, the first African 
American woman and the fourth woman overall to be named library director. 

Joan has found the work enriching and fulfilling.  

“I’m most proud that I was able to marry my interior design experience with my library background to spend the last 18 
years building libraries, building new branches. I was the one who wrote the building program the architects use to 
design the buildings, so that was my contribution to the Milwaukee Public Library’s branch system redevelopment that 
I’m really happy about and proud of.” 



Along with emphasizing the value of education and a professional career, 
Joan’s grandparents and parents also taught and exemplified the 
importance of treating others with compassion. Uplifting others around 
her soon became an everyday intention. 

“I learned so much about how to live as a humanitarian, to be loving and 
respectful, honest and trustworthy, to realize people’s humanity. 
Empowering people is not just about my job; it’s how I treat people in my 
personal life as well.”  

Those principles align with Joan’s robust practice of Buddhism. She is 
heavily involved in Soka Gakkai International–USA, part of a global 
community-based network that practices the humanistic philosophy of 
Buddhism centered on respect for the dignity of life.   

“The Buddhist philosophy of life helps solidify living life as humanitarian. 
It’s about making good choices, understanding how karma works and 
how you can change your karma through your own thoughts, deeds and 
actions,” Joan said. 

Her career and involvement in Buddhism fill her days, but Joan loves to find time to go biking and is learning to golf. Her 
number one passion, though, is wine. She is a well-versed wine enthusiast involved in wine-tasting groups, dinners, 
seminars and vacations. She caught the bug in Seattle and was pleasantly surprised to find a wine-lovers community in 
Milwaukee.  

As she settles into her new role, Joan is finding more time to become more involved in the community. She joined 
Rotary in 2021, continuing a long tradition of Milwaukee Public Library directors in the club. 

“It’s been challenging to really get involved in Rotary because of the new job taking precedence over everything, but I’ve 
started meeting other members and feeling more resonance. I’m also getting to the point where I have more room in 
my schedule, so I’ve begun learning more about what Rotary actually is. I feel like I’m on my way to being more 
involved—maybe even starting my own interest group.”  

Finally, no conversation with a librarian is complete without talking books. 

“I read it early last year, but I highly recommend Cicely Tyson’s memoir, “Just as I Am.” Her life story is so inspiring. It’s a 
huge story of triumph, courage, perseverance, resilience, talent and realizing your full potential through your gifts. I’ve 
come to appreciate her so much, and this book is super-inspiring.”  

Follow the Milwaukee Public Library on Instagram and Twitter and be sure to check out their entertaining TikTok videos.  

 

 

 

Editor’s Note:

Editor’s Note: Rotary People of Action is a bi-monthly series written by a group of Rotarians. This feature was written 
by Mary Bolich. 


