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ROBERTO ZÁRATE BELIEVES THAT EDUCATION “OPENS THE DOOR TO ALL 
kinds of opportunities.” He would know.

One of eight children in a family of migrant workers, Zárate entered elementary school speaking mostly 
Spanish. He became the first in his family to attend college — “stepping off the bus from hoeing cotton fields,” 
he says — and devoted his career to giving others similar opportunities, first as a teacher, then as a principal, 
and now, for more than a decade, as a trustee of the Alamo Colleges. 

As 2015-16 ACCT Chair, Zárate intends to focus on “sharing the recipe for student success” — one which 
depends heavily on engaged board leadership.

“I have seen the impact a governing board and great leader can have on student success and completion,” 
he told attendees at the 2015 ACCT Congress as he accepted the gavel (see p. 14). “This is the moment to step 
up for student success.”

Sharing
theRecipe

ACCT Chair Roberto Zárate has helped  
scale up student success efforts at the  
Alamo Colleges. Now he wants to see  

them take root across the country.
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Zárate was raised in Eden, Texas, the son of a sheep shearer. 
“God gave me the ability to learn quickly,” he says. He received 
a scholarship to attend Howard Payne College in Brownwood, 
Texas, where he excelled — except in math. “I was a typical 
first-time college student,” he says. More to the point, he was 
a first-generation college student and one of only a handful of 
Hispanic students on campus at the time, and he wound up 
having to learn to navigate the college-going experience largely 
on his own. As a result, Zárate wound up graduating with far too 
many credits — an experience that would inform his future role as 
a trustee. 

“I didn’t know,” he says. “I thought it was my responsibility to 
figure out in the catalog what to take.”

Zárate’s career in education began in 1970, and was jumpstarted 
as the result of a student walkout. Mexican American students 
in Crystal City protested the lack of Hispanic teachers in the 
district’s K-12 schools, and he became one of the first Mexican-
American teachers in Texas. “I was hired to represent that cultural 
background,” Zárate says.

At the time, classes were often segregated by English language 
ability, and Zárate became a de facto bilingual teacher, sometimes 
teaching classes with more than 40 students. He taught for three 
years before becoming a principal for the first time in Crystal City. 

Zarate then moved to San Antonio, where he worked in central 
office positions for the Edgewood Independent School District, 
including serving as a director of curriculum and professional 
development . He also helped develop the first teacher evaluation 
system in the state, but Zárate decided he wanted to be a principal 
again, this time at the elementary school level. The opportunity 
arose at Perales Elementary, where the school’s principal left 
unexpectedly in the middle of the year.

“They promised me they’d find a principal after the holidays,” 
Zárate says. In the meantime, he told students to “dress like they 
were going to church,” brought in packs of Polaroid film, took 
pictures of every student, and posted them in each classroom. 
“I said, ‘This is what you look like at your very best, and I expect 
that from you every day,’” Zárate recalls.

Instead of being replaced, “I closed out the school that year,” 
Zárate says. “In the process, I found out that’s where I belong. 
Seeing something meaningful like that after investing so much 
time was really satisfying.”

Zárate then moved to San Antonio’s Northside Independent 
School District (NISD), where he worked in the central office for a 
year before becoming a principal again — this time at John Glenn 
Elementary, where he stayed three years. The district leadership 
then asked him to step in at one of the district’s most challenging 
schools. When Zárate became principal of Mary Hull Elementary 
School, it was one of the lowest-performing schools in the city, 
with nearly nine in ten students on free and reduced lunch in a 
neighborhood plagued by violence. He began his tenure at the 
troubled school by interviewing faculty to get a sense of where 
things were — and to set new expectations. 

“I basically said, ‘Look, we’re going to start over. We 

cannot continue doing the same thing over and over again,’” 
Zárate recalls. 

So Zárate started meeting buses as they came in and escorting 
students out of the building at the end of the day. “That gained a 
lot in the community,” he says. Parent meetings that attracted one 
parent when he arrived drew 200 by year’s end. 

But the challenges were just beginning. In Zárate’s second year 
as principal, he received a call in the middle of the night from 
police. A major fire had gutted half of the school. He pledged to 
open the building the following Monday, and in doing so attracted 
the attention of former Minnesota Vikings owner Red McCombs, 
who became a mentor for students and provided financial support. 

The school turned around. Six years into Zárate’s tenure as 
principal, Mary Hull was named a Texas Recognized School, a 
Commended Title I School, a Texas Blue Ribbon School, and 
a National Blue Ribbon School. The following year, Hispanic 
magazine rated Mary Hull as one of the best schools in the nation 
for serving Hispanic students. “It was a real trendsetter in San 
Antonio and something I was really proud of,” Zárate says.

Zárate remained at the school for 16 years. He and his wife, 
Jane Ann, had a daughter and three sons. Now retired, he 
remains active in education at all levels, in large part through his 
trusteeship at Alamo Colleges.

“I get calls from kids all the time. I see them all the time,” 
Zárate says. “I could have gone up in the ranks, but I thought 
what for? I love changing lives. That’s why I love community 
colleges — you change lives.”

Zárate was first appointed as an Alamo Colleges trustee in 2003, 
when he was asked to apply for the position at a turbulent time 
for the institution and its board. Zárate did so, he says, initially 
without telling his wife. (She knew that was exactly what he 
was going to do, he says.) The idea appealed to him because of 
his background in education — and because of a longstanding 
perception in local politics he wanted to counter. 

“There was an aura in town that Hispanics couldn’t govern,” 
he says. “I thought maybe I could redeem that.”

 Zárate was elected to his first term the following spring, at 
which time he and other board members focused on improving 
the college and its governance. “Integrity became our rallying cry,” 
he says. In fact, the board has been recognized multiple times for 
financial stewardship in recent years — particularly notable since 
the college lost $40 million in funding during the recession.

“To me, it’s a benchmark in that we still provided services to 
underserved populations” in the face of cuts, he says. “To me, 
financial stewardship means you can provide services regardless 
of the situation.” Alamo also successfully won voter approval for 
a $450 million bond package in 2005, and the board is now in 
the early stages of considering a similar proposal, which would 
address deferred maintenance and renovations as well as the 
creation of “centers of excellence” on Alamo’s campuses.

Zárate’s own experience as a first-generation college student 
has helped guide his governance role at Alamo. With five colleges 
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serving more than 65,000 students throughout the San Antonio 
metropolitan area, Alamo became one of the first institutions in 
the country to develop a student success policy and a related 
student responsibility policy — an effort Zárate calls “one of the 
seminal moments of the board.” 

“We tend to talk a lot about student success, but we never put 
it into policy,” he says. “The board is totally dedicated to student 
success issues and eliminating the barriers that get in the way. 
All of that is something I’m very proud to be part of.”

More recently, Alamo Colleges has focused on revamping 
advising services and creating aligned pathways from 8th grade 
through four-year universities to ensure that more students 
complete with degrees and credentials in their chosen programs 
of study. “One of the reasons that’s become very evident with the 
data is that we were not advising students appropriately and they 
wander around,” he says. “It’s not cost-effective for the student or 
for the institution.”

Implementing changes of this scope at scale is challenging at 
any institution, but even more so at Alamo, the second largest 
community college system in Texas. That’s why strong governance 
and policy are so critical to improving student success outcomes, 
Zárate says.

“We had a recipe, and our board has had the courage to put it 
into policy,” Zárate says. 

Zárate credits his time with ACCT as helping him and his fellow 
board members navigate the path towards creating a policy 
agenda focused on student success. “We were struggling with 
what to do about graduation rates and persistence,” he says. 
“ACCT was the driving force we looked to for direction. We 
became more knowledgeable as a board in the direction we 
needed to go, and that knowledge grew with every ACCT 
Leadership Congress and NLS [Community College National 
Legislative Summit].” 

To this day, Zárate says he and fellow board members look 
to ACCT for guidance that their local policy efforts “are on the 
right track.”

Zárate’s participation in ACCT events also had a larger impact 
on Texas community colleges, as he saw and learned from 
examples of state trustee organizations working to advocate on 
behalf of their institutions with state lawmakers. He facilitated 
the meetings that led to the creation of the Community College 
Association of Texas Trustees (CCATT), which was founded in 
2007 to represent governing boards from all 50 Texas community 

college districts. The next year, Zárate became CCATT’s first chair, 
and today, the organization plays a crucial role in trustee advocacy 
and education. 

Zárate became a member of the ACCT Board of Directors in 
2010 and successfully won a seat on the executive committee 
two years later. It was this time that led him to focus on the 
impact community college trustees can have on national policy. 
“I was enthralled by the kind of exposure the ACCT Board 
has in terms of policy formation and the impact on student 
success,” he says. 

To that end, he is concerned about the risk-sharing 
proposals for student loan borrowers now being considered 
at the federal level, noting the at-risk nature of many 
community college students and the impact of punitive fines on 
workforce development. 

“If we can say that with a unified voice, that could be very 
powerful,” he says.

Zárate’s experience helping guide Alamo Colleges toward the 
implementation of a student success agenda and its sweeping 
changes in advising and creating of pathways are helping inform 
his role as ACCT Chair. The second Hispanic — and third Texan 
— to chair ACCT, Zárate intends to stress the importance of 
bringing innovations to scale across every community college in 
the nation.

“If the research tells you something out there works, why keep 
experimenting?” he asks. “While we’re experimenting, students 
are dropping out because they’re frustrated with the barriers — 
you’re losing them. To me, that provides an urgency in terms of 
governance. You have to take it to scale.”

To that end, Zárate intends to use his role as ACCT Chair to 
encourage the sharing of best practices across institutions. ACCT 
will also invest in and promote efforts that strengthen governing 
boards and emphasize the use of data to foster student equity 
and completion, including the Governance Institute for Student 
Success. ACCT’s emphasis on governance and student success 
should inform how boards across the country operate, Zárate says. 

“Trustees should have policies in place and have a coherent 
system in place to foster student success,” he says. 

Having participated in conversations about student success since 
he first became a trustee, Zárate is eager to see solutions come 
to scale.

“We’re tired of talking about this,” Zarate says. “We have the 
solutions. Let’s do something.”

Zárate credits his time with ACCT as helping him  
and his fellow board members navigate the path towards 

creating a policy agenda focused on student success.


