VIRGIL ROBERTS: LEADING BY EXAMPLE
PROVING EDUCATION CHANGES EVERYTHING

Virgil Roberts is an attorney, music industry executive, civil rights activist, and philanthropist, as well as
a founding board member of Alliance College-Ready Public Schools. His is an impressive resume and a
remarkable life, so you’d assume he gets asked about “his story” a lot. Unsurprisingly, that story does
not disappoint.
Even in 2018, some stories can still remind you of the
power of the American Dream. “What motivates all of us,”
Virgil Roberts begins, “is the sum total of our experiences,
how they affect our view of the world and where we fit in
it.” For a man who has been motivated to excel in so many
arenas, the sum total of his experiences is made even more
remarkable by the fact that he was born the son of rural
sharecroppers from the segregated south who barely held
an elementary school education.
And it’s the role of education in Mr. Roberts’s life — his
firsthand experience with the multi-generational impact an
education can have on one’s family — that has led him to
focus much of his philanthropy and activism on improving
LA’s public school system. Mr. Roberts’s parents dreamed
of giving their children the education they never had, so
Mr. Roberts, a standout student, took it upon himself to
make that dream come true.
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“My folks were constrained by what they did not know,” he
explains. “I was probably the first person in my family to
finish elementary school. So once I did finish elementary
school, they were supportive, but they couldn’t help me
with my homework, or help me navigate high school, let
alone help me with getting into college.”
Inspired to attend UCLA, Mr. Roberts met all the standards
for admission, but his family simply couldn’t afford the
$1,300 in tuition and room and board. So off to a local
junior college Mr. Roberts went, where he quickly
impressed, was elected student body president, and
gained the admiration of a group of local philanthropists
who paid for him to transfer to his dream school. If not for
this incredible generosity, Mr. Roberts may have wound up
like so many of the scholars we serve — a first generation
student who has the ability and motivation to succeed, but
is left alone to figure out a complex system that doesn’t
serve them equally.

“If there is one magic bullet that can change what happens in
poor communities, it’s an education system that works.”
.

The result is the nonprofit network of Alliance CollegeReady Public Schools that has today helped 12,000
young scholars from low income communities graduate
from high school and go onto post-secondary education —
where they earn bachelor’s degrees at three times the
national average.
“My mother inspired me to believe that if you have gifts,
then you need to share them. So once I went to college, I
was able to demystify the process, and because of that,
all my younger brothers went to college, and it was the joy
of our parents’ lives.”

Mr. Roberts went on to excel at UCLA, and, when accepted
to a Foreign Affairs Scholars program in Washington, D.C.,
was first exposed to the true extent of urban poverty in the
late ‘60s. “I decided I had to do something to deal with the
problems that poor folks and black folks were having here in
America.” Soon armed with a Harvard Law degree, he went
on to work — pro bono — with the NAACP and ACLU,
playing a large role in the famous Crawford v Board of
Education case that sought to end bussing programs and
properly desegregate Los Angeles schools.
“If there is one magic bullet that can change what happens
in poor communities, it’s an education system that works. If
a black boy drops out of high school, he has a 93% chance of
going to prison. If he just finishes high school, that chance is
reduced to 13%. The power of education to change lives —
there is no other institution in our society that can have that
same kind of impact.”
So Mr. Roberts came together with community leaders to
form a working group and then a philanthropic organization
that gleaned best practices from studying successful school
reform programs around the world.
When these two boards merged, they set out to create a
model for serving underrepresented students nationwide by
implementing those best practices in their own community,
here in Los Angeles.

That’s what we aim to do at Alliance, transform families for
generations to come. Virgil Roberts is living proof of the
transformative power of public education, and now,
because of men and women like him, we have the tools to
fight one of the great social injustices of our time: the
heartbreaking education disparity between high and low
income students.
“Alliance’s story is one of citizens committed to providing
our kids with the world-class public education they need to
compete in the 21st century. Every kid can learn at a high
level, and we will not accept where they came from as an
excuse — because I know the difference a public education
system can make in the lives of a poor family,” concludes
Mr. Roberts, “it doesn’t just change a lot, it changes
everything.”
ABOUT ALLIANCE COLLEGE-READY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
Alliance College-Ready Public Schools is one of the
largest and most successful nonprofit charter school
networks in the nation, operating 25 high-performing,
public charter middle and high schools that educate
nearly 13,000 scholars from Los Angeles’ most
underserved communities. Alliance schools have been
recognized as among the best in the nation by US News
& World Report, Newsweek, the U.S. Department of
Education and the California Department of Education.
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