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When some people think of a librarian, they imagine a docile figure in comfy shoes and a tight 
bun; a stickler for rigid rules and quiet. At Middle College High School in Memphis, there exists no such 
creation. There resides a librarian named Alice Duncan Thompson.  Bold and untethered by constructs 
which ruled libraries in the last millennium, stepping into the library with Ms. Duncan Thompson is like 
entering the magic school bus with Ms. Frizzle. There is a pure exuberance and energy that radiates 
from her like sunshine. With a loud voice and personality, bright as a 200 kilowatt lamp, her presence 
lights up a room. 

When I was a student, Ms. Duncan Thompson taught research skills and writing in our high 

school of 250 students.  She was our guide to the wonderful world of novels and reference books, not 

that I was a stranger to libraries. I was that elementary kid running home with a Scholastic catalog for 

the upcoming book fair, negotiating with my parents about how much cash I could blow. I was a math-

lete, a.k.a. certified nerd, but at Middle College High, more than the classic nerds frequented the library. 

It was a place where everyone felt welcomed and they wanted to be there.  They came not only to use 

computers, but to read.  I attribute that to Ms. Duncan Thompson. She knew her audience. As urban 

teenagers in Memphis, we cared little about Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. We wanted to read about 

people who looked like us and had similar lives. Ms. Duncan Thompson gave us books like that. In these 

books, we found ourselves and we found inspiration.  

More than any lesson on the Dewey Decimal System, the thing I remember most about Ms. 

Duncan Thompson is that she inspired me to embrace my own unique gifts and to be great in whatever I 

set my mind to do. With a personality as large as a circus tent, she didn’t meet your classic idea of what 

a librarian should be and she was unapologetic about that. She did her job with excellence and passion. 

She was an intelligent and youthful black woman with a loud voice, who loved books, wrote books, and 

worked as a high school librarian. She defied stereotypes. And I loved how she shared so freely, from her 

lunch to her Volkswagen Beetle, in which I received several rides home.  

Ms. Duncan Thompson invested in my future, not only with books, but by exposing me to 

opportunities like scholarships and local art events.  In my senior year, she gave me a t-shirt which 

reads, “Vision Initiates Prosperity.” Ten years later, it is a proverb that I continue to celebrate. I am 

grateful to Alice Duncan Thompson. She inspired the creativity and vision in me.  


