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An Inspired Model… or a Misguided One? 
Oprah Winfrey’s Dream School for Impoverished South African Girls 

 
In a country where violence against females is epidemic, where many girls under the age of 10 have already 
been raped, where the estimate for HIV infection in children and adults is one in eight, and more than 36 
percent of black women are unemployed, often illiterate, and subsisting in tin shanties, a chance like this for 
a young African girl is akin to suddenly finding yourself on a rocket to the moon. 

 
“Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, January 01, 20061

 
 

Introduction 

Oprah Winfrey was already well-established as a generous philanthropist by December 2000 when 

she promised the recently-retired Nelson Mandela, first president of post-Apartheid South Africa and 

Winfrey’s “greatest living hero,”2

 For Winfrey, one of the most successful talk show hosts and producers in television history, the 

creation of the school was deeply personal, combining two passionate interests.  The first was to use the 

power of education to help impoverished young girls with exceptional promise—girls much like herself as a 

child—to realize their potential and transform their lives.  The second was to contribute to the success of 

post-Apartheid South Africa.  From the ranks of the girls in her school, Winfrey hoped, would one day 

emerge strong new leaders, in all walks of life, to shape what she called “the country of new beginnings.”

 that she would build his country a top notch boarding school for 

disadvantaged girls. 

3

To that end, Winfrey set out to build the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls, a $40 

million dream school—spacious, thoughtfully-designed, and elegantly-appointed, with excellent teachers, 

small classes, modern facilities, and extensive grounds.  Eventually, the school would serve 450 girls, in 

   

                                                 
1 http://www.Winfrey.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream/, retrieved Jan. 29, 2010. 
2 “The Leadership Academy Opens,” slide show and text, O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  
http://www.oprah.com/world/The-Leadership-Academy-Opens/slide_number/4#slide, retrieved Feb. 8, 2010.  Nelson 
Mandela was South Africa’s first democratically elected, post-Apartheid president.  He served from 1994 to 1999.  From 
1948 to 1994, the country had been governed under a system of mandated racial segregation which denied power to 
the black majority. 
3 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.Winfrey.com/entertainment/Building-a-
Dream/, retrieved Jan. 29, 2010. 
 

http://www.winfrey.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream/
http://www.oprah.com/world/The-Leadership-Academy-Opens/slide_number/4#slide
http://www.winfrey.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream/
http://www.winfrey.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream/
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grades 7 through 12, but Winfrey planned to start small and ramp up slowly.  In January 2007, the academy 

opened its doors to a charter group of 152 seventh and eighth graders in the village of Henley-on-Klip, 

about forty miles south of Johannesburg.  In each of the next four years, the school would expand by one 

grade level.  Ultimately, Winfrey hoped the academy would prove a model that others would study and 

replicate. 

In South Africa and elsewhere, the opening of the extraordinary school garnered much attention 

and praise, but also drew significant criticism.  Some of the critics were appalled at using so much money to 

create so posh a facility for so few children, when so many were in desperate need.  Others chided Winfrey 

for failing to take a community-based approach, and for separating the children from their homes and 

communities. Winfrey, confident in her model, stayed the course. 

Birth of a Dream 

Winfrey’s identification with the impoverished young teenagers of South Africa, and her faith in 

the transformative power of education, were a direct product of her own life experience.  Born to an unwed 

couple in Mississippi in 1954, Winfrey had experienced poverty, sexual assault, homelessness, teen 

pregnancy, and child birth by the time she was 14.  (Her baby died in infancy.)  But she also received strong 

encouragement to read, learn, and recite publicly—from her grandmother, as a young child, and later from 

her father, as a teenager.  In Nashville, Tennessee, under his guidance, she became a high school honors 

student, showing particular aptitude for speech and oratory, and won a full scholarship to Tennessee State 

University.  Her story was a classic rags-to-riches saga.  Winfrey began her broadcasting career while still in 

high school.  By the age of nineteen, she had landed a job as a local news anchor in Nashville.  By 1986, 

Winfrey was hosting her own national television show.  Over the years, she took on additional media 

ventures.  In 2003, she became the first African-American woman to make Forbes magazine's billionaires' 

list.4

Early on, Winfrey established a reputation among celebrities for exceptional generosity to 

charitable causes, but by the late 1990s and early 2000s, she was searching for a way to become more 

personally involved.  “When I first started making a lot of money, I really became frustrated with the fact 

that all I did was write check after check to this or that charity without really feeling like it was a part of 

me,” she told Newsweek in 2007.

 

5

If Winfrey’s decision to build a girls school was personal, however, it was also strategic, and 

coincided with a growing international consensus about the high value of girls’ education as a tool for 

development.  Studies showed that when a nation’s girls were not educated, the country experienced a 

slower rate of economic growth, and higher rates of fertility, child mortality and malnutrition.

   

6

                                                 
4 “Oprah Winfrey’s Impact Felt Around the World,” Sunday Times (South Africa), Nov. 25, 2009. 

  Kofi Annan, 

5 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 
6 “The Costs of Missing the Millennium Development Goal on Gender Equity,” by Dina Abu-Ghaida & Stephen Klasen, 
Munich Discussion Paper No. 2003-1, Department of Economics, University of Munich, November 2002.  
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former United Nations Secretary-General, and Lawrence Summers, former World Bank Chief Economist, 

both publicly called for the increased education of girls in developing countries, proclaiming that no other 

social investment yielded so high a return.7

Sub-Saharan African nations had traditionally been among the worst for educational attainment, 

generally, and gender inequality, in particular.  By comparison, South Africa’s record was better, but the 

aggregate statistics masked a more disturbing story.   

 

Education in South Africa  

Until the negotiated end to South Africa’s Apartheid system in 1994, schools had been segregated 

by race as a matter of government policy, and were profoundly unequal in quality.  Those in rural areas and 

the black townships had been particularly under-resourced.  According to one study, the new South African 

government inherited a system in which 27 percent of South Africa’s schools had no running water, 43 

percent had no electricity, 80 percent had no libraries, and 78 percent had no computers.  Of the schools 

with toilets, 15 percent were not working.8

The new post-Apartheid South African government adopted the South African School Act in 1996, 

which established the goal of equal access to education for the first time, and made school attendance 

compulsory for children between the ages of 7 and 15.  The Department of Education made its priorities the 

improvement of early childhood education, teacher quality, and educational access for rural and poor 

children.  But the road was uphill.     

  In addition, girls had not been guaranteed a right to education, 

under the old system.  

By 2004, an estimated 96 percent of children aged 7 to 13 were enrolled in primary school, and 70 

percent of those aged 14 to 17 attended secondary school, according to a report by UNICEF, the United 

Nations Children’s Fund.9  But schools in many poor areas were badly dysfunctional.  Teachers—poorly 

trained, poorly motivated, and poorly supported—often arrived late, left early, or failed to show altogether.  

Classrooms were overcrowded.  Violence, gang activity, and sexual abuse within the schools were 

commonplace.  Many children came to school hungry.  And the prevalence of HIV/AIDS was deeply 

disruptive to education, as to all aspects of life in South Africa.  Teachers fell sick.  Children fell sick.  

Children coped with illness and death at home.10  In a 2010 website posting, UNICEF reported that in South 

Africa, “almost a million children under the age of 15 have lost their parents or caregivers to AIDS.”11

 

   

                                                 
7 “The New Class Struggle,” by C. Daniel, Financial Times Magazine, September 27, 2008.  “Girls’ Education in Africa: 
What Do We Know about Strategies that Work?” by E. Kane, Africa Region Human Development Working Paper, The 
World Bank, May 2004. Washington D.C. 
8 “Report of the Public Hearing on the Right to Basic Education,” South Africa Human Rights Commission, 2006, results 
of a study conducted between 1996 and 2000, p. 25. 
9 http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html, retrieved Jan 29, 2010. 
10 “Report of the Public Hearing on the Right to Basic Education,” South Africa Human Rights Commission, 2006. 
11 http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html, retrieved Jan 29, 2010. 

http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html
http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html
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The Particular Problems for Girls 

While South African statistics did not show a marked difference between boys and girls in school 

attendance, this was less a reflection of gender equality than of the high drop out rate for both boys and 

girls, according to the South Africa Human Rights Commission.12  Boys often dropped out to engage in 

antisocial or criminal activity.  Girls, on the other hand, dropped out for a range of reasons.  “Girls and 

women are accorded lower social status and find themselves under the control and authority of men,” 

according to UNICEF.  “Girls are socialized to become home-keepers and child-bearers, placing less value on 

their educational attainment.”13  And, because of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, “girls often drop out of school to 

look after sick family members and younger siblings.”14

Far from being a refuge from such dangers, the schools were often part of the problem: 33 percent 

of the rapes of female students reported in 1996 had been perpetrated by their teachers, according to a 

2002 article.

  In addition, South African girls and women were 

both subject to high levels of violence, including sexual assault.  Teenage pregnancy rates were high.  At the 

same time, teen pregnancy was stigmatized, and pregnant teens were often forced to drop out of school.   

15

An example was given of a learner coming late and having to exchange sex with a 

teacher in order to be allowed onto the school premises that had been locked.  A 

second example was of teachers exchanging food for sex from poor girl 

learners.

  At an October 12-14, 2005 public hearing, the South Africa Human Rights Commission heard 

“accounts of teachers taking advantage of their positions of authority and coercing sex from girls. 

16

In addition, the commonplace lack of gender-segregated toilets, and—for many—the long walk 

from home to school or bus stop, provided opportunities for assault and turned school attendance into a 

risky proposition for many girls.

 

17

The Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy 

  In response, some parents pulled their girls out of school.  

In creating her academy for girls, Winfrey wanted to provide a safe haven, and a place of high 

quality learning, as a first order of business.  She hired Joan Countryman, an African-American educator, as 

primary consultant in designing the school and as interim head of the school to hire staff, establish 

                                                 
12 “Report of the Public Hearing on the Right to Basic Education,” South Africa Human Rights Commission, 2006, p. 21. 
13 http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html, retrieved Jan 29, 2010. 
14 http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html, retrieved Jan 29, 2010. 
15 “Rape of Girls in South Africa,” by Rachel Jewkes, Jonathan Levin, Nolwazi Mbananga, and Debbie Bradshaw, The 
Lancet, Vol. 359, Issue 9303, pp. 319-320, January 26, 2002. 
16 “Report of the Public Hearing on the Right to Basic Education,” South Africa Human Rights Commission, 2006, p. 22.  
17  http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html, retrieved Jan 29, 2010. 
 

http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html
http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html
http://www.unicef.org/southafrica/education_4718.html
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programs and ground rules, and oversee operations for the first three months.  Countryman was succeeded 

by Nomvuyo Mzamane, assistant head of operations at a private school in Philadelphia.   

Winfrey wanted to create a small residential school, staffed by the finest South African teachers 

available.  She wanted to serve disadvantaged girls of special promise, with all tuition and other fees paid.  

She wanted the school to be rigorous and also supportive of the “whole” girl.  She wanted to educate 7th 

through 12th graders, with about seventy-five girls in each grade level.  She wanted to keep the classroom 

size low (a teacher-student ratio of 1:15), and the rules strict (no drugs, alcohol, or pregnancies, and hair 

short or neatly braided).   

Winfrey and her advisers decided on a curriculum that included standard subjects and languages 

(in South Africa, English, Zulu, and the South Sotho languages), but also training in “decision-making, critical 

and expansive thinking, social responsibility and the rewards of giving back to one’s own community.”18

Winfrey also designed a special program—OWLAGive—requiring the girls to spend some of their 

school break time working in good-works programs in nearby communities—building houses for Habitat for 

Humanity, planting a vegetable garden, visiting orphans and the elderly, raising awareness for breast 

cancer, and so forth.    

  

Winfrey, herself, intended to teach a leadership class, via satellite television from Chicago. 

‘Love is in the Details’ 

But perhaps the most talked-about aspect of OWLA—more than its curriculum, program, or 

philosophy—was the opulence of the physical facility.  Winfrey sited OWLA on fifty-two acres of fully 

landscaped grounds.  The academy itself was comprised of twenty-eight state-of-the-art buildings, including 

a gym, yoga studio, outdoor garden classrooms, a beauty salon, and an amphitheater. “The architecture has 

African roots, quiet, earthy, beautiful,” according to an article in Winfrey’s magazine, O.  “The bricks, 

chosen by Oprah, echo the soft gold of the sand on which the school is built, making it seem as if it sprang 

up organically from the earth.”19

In addition, Winfrey hired 500 South African artists to create paintings, sculptures, and murals 

throughout the campus, “so that the girls would live in appreciation and celebration of their heritage.”

 

20

                                                 
18 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006. 

  

The library was hand-carved by local woodworkers and included a spacious reading room with fireplace.  

Winfrey herself chose many of the school’s appointments—the furnishings, the china, the uniforms, even 

the doorknobs.  She tested the beds, insisted on soft, high quality sheets and towels, and bought 

pillowcases embroidered with her trademark “O.”  “Every detail mattered to me because what I know for 

19 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream, 
retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 
20 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream, 
retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 

http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream
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sure [is] love is in the details,” Winfrey has said.21  “When you have a beautiful environment, it inspires the 

beauty in you.”22

Winfrey’s spare-no-expense philosophy did generate tensions early on, however.  The project was 

initially a public-private partnership, but the provincial Gauteng Department of Education “pulled out amid 

reported criticism that the academy was too elitist and lavish for such a poor country,” according to a 

January 2007 Newsweek article. “The country is very obviously poor, and so few children have a chance at 

education,” one school official told the magazine.  “It is hard not to see that many feel that what Ms. 

Winfrey is doing is too much.”

      

23

Winfrey, for her part, has described her frustration at hearing repeatedly from South African 

education officials, planners, and designers that because the girls were from homes that lacked running 

water and electricity, where they slept on the floor or shared a bed, they did not need anything fancy; they 

needed only the basics.  They brought her design proposals that she found dismal.  The first looked “like a 

chicken coop,” she has said, “then a barracks.”

 

24  Winfrey has admitted that, in the midst of these 

negotiations, she almost gave up on the project.25  “It was clear that the attitude was ‘These are poor 

African girls. Why spend all this on them?’” she told one reporter.26   But “why,” she asked another, “would 

I build tin shacks for girls who come from tin shacks?”27

Once the project became entirely private, with Winfrey in the driver’s seat, she re-engaged with 

enthusiasm.  “I said, from the start, I am creating everything in this school that I would have wanted for 

myself—so the girls will have the absolute best that my imagination can offer.”

 

28  To underscore the point, 

at the Academy’s first Christmas party, Winfrey engaged her own party planner and chef to give the girls a 

spectacular holiday feast.29

 

 

 

                                                 
21 “Love is in the Details,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/world/Love-Is-in-the-
Details/slide_number/2#slide, retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 
22 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream, 
retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 
23 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 
24 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream, 
retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 
25 “Oprah Nearly Gave up SA School,” News24.com, Jan. 4, 2007.  
http://www.news24.com/Content/SouthAfrica/News/1059/4d1449f01ee54487852e2606b27df90c/04-01-2007-12-
30/Oprah_nearly_gave_up_SA_school, retrieved Feb. 7, 2010. 
26 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 
27 “Oprah Nearly Gave up SA School,” News24.com, Jan. 4, 2007.  
http://www.news24.com/Content/SouthAfrica/News/1059/4d1449f01ee54487852e2606b27df90c/04-01-2007-12-
30/Oprah_nearly_gave_up_SA_school, retrieved Feb. 7, 2010. 
28 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream, 
retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 
29 “Love is in the Details,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/world/Love-Is-in-the-
Details/slide_number/20#slide, retrieved February 7, 2010. 

http://www.oprah.com/world/Love-Is-in-the-Details/slide_number/2#slide
http://www.oprah.com/world/Love-Is-in-the-Details/slide_number/2#slide
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream
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Selecting Winfrey’s ‘Daughters’ 

Winfrey knew that selecting which girls would come to OWLA—and which would be turned 

away—would be difficult.  In its first year, the school was looking for a charter group of 150 girls.  There 

were three main criteria for entry.  One, the applicant must be economically disadvantaged—but in a 

country where 57 percent of the population lived below the poverty line, many girls would meet this 

qualification.30  Two, the applicant must show academic potential and three, she must show leadership 

potential.  “I want somebody who already knows that education is empowerment, and who wouldn't have 

had the chance to fulfill the great possibilities of her life had this not happened. I want to change the 

trajectory of a child's life,” Winfrey has explained.31

In 2006, OWLA sent out 5,500 applications to poor areas in each of South Africa’s nine provinces, 

asking different tribes and communities to nominate girls with exceptional leadership potential.  Some 3500 

girls applied.  Each applicant was asked to write an essay about her dreams for the future and to draw her 

dream house.   Of these, 484 finalists were chosen for interviews and academic testing. 

 

All finalists spent a weekend at St. John’s College in Johannesburg, where they underwent a series 

of evaluative exercises. The girls took academic tests and, under observation, participated in group 

problem-solving activities.  Every girl was interviewed by the OWLA team and had a surprise final interview 

with Winfrey.  Winfrey told the girls—some stunned to tears—that she would make sure that each 

graduate of the academy was able to go to the college of her choice, anywhere in the world.   

Winfrey would later say that, for herself, this was the most difficult—and the most rewarding—

part of the process.  The shock of the girls, upon seeing Winfrey in person, was well-documented.  

According to an account in Newsweek, one girl doubted her own eyes.  Some of the girls blurted out their 

observations and questions.  “You’re so skinny in person!” exclaimed one.  “Do you spend $500 to get your 

eyebrows done?” inquired another.  But there were emotional moments, as well.  One girl, who had lost 

her mother to AIDS the day before the interview, was shivering so badly that Winfrey had to find her a 

blanket.  Two sisters had, at a young age, seen their father shoot their mother and then himself.   Many of 

the stories were painful, Winfrey says, and she eventually stopped asking about the girls’ backgrounds.32

When the final selection was made, Winfrey invited these 152 girls back, telling them that they 

were being called for “an important final interview.”  When they had arrived, she said to them: “I brought 

you all here today to tell you that you will be a part of the very first class of the Oprah Winfrey Leadership 

 

                                                 
30 In 2006, OWLA set the annual household income limit at 65,000 Rand, or approximately $8700.  
31 “Building a Dream,” O, The Oprah Magazine, Jan. 1, 2006.  http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream, 
retrieved Feb. 8, 2010. 
32 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 

http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Building-a-Dream


 

HKS Case Program 8 of 11 Case Number 1930.0 

  
 

 

Academy!”  As the girls jumped up and down, screaming and hugging one another, Winfrey has said, she 

realized why she never had children: “Because I now have all of these daughters.”33

Criticism of Winfrey’s Academy 

 

The Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy opened on January 2, 2007, with great fanfare, attended 

by Mandela, other South African dignitaries, and a start-studded guest list that included musical 

composer/producer Quincy Jones, movie director Spike Lee, actors Sidney Poitier and Chris Tucker, 

comedian Chris Rock, and singers Tina Turner, Mariah Carey and Mary J. Blige.  The publicity that attended 

the school’s opening, which included an hour-long primetime special on ABC News in February 2007, 

“Building a Dream: The Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy,” brought the philanthropist much praise for 

generosity—but raised a few eyebrows as well, and drew outright criticism on several grounds. 

One big criticism of Winfrey’s school was its lavishness; some called it a “vanity project.”34  

Remarked Allison Samuels, writing in Newsweek, “Winfrey has spent five years and $40 million building the 

school to her own Oprahlicious specifications—did we mention the huge fireplaces in every building?  The 

talk-show diva always does things in grand style, of course.  But $40 million for a school for impoverished 

girls in Africa does seem a bit, well, extravagant.”35

Other critics asked whether, in a sea of poverty, it made sense to spend so much on so few; 

wouldn’t it be better to spend that $40 million serving more children in a more modest style?  “I felt very 

uncomfortable about it,” David Archer, head of international education for Action Aid, a nonprofit 

development group, told the Christian Science Monitor.  “It’s something where she can have direct control 

and direct engagement—rather than doing more important and less personalized work.  That same amount 

of money could improve the quality of schools, no end, throughout entire districts and provinces.”

   

36

Others criticized Winfrey’s school on a slightly different ground, as a “prominent example of a 

project that fulfills an outsider's vision and not a community's,” wrote reporter John Donnelly in the Boston 

Globe.  To grass roots activists, “Winfrey's gift ignored a time-tested path to succeeding with development 

aid: communities themselves must identify ways outsiders can help, not vice versa,” Donnelly stated.

 

37 

Newsweek’s Samuels suggested that Winfrey’s vision was not only that of an outsider, it was an outsider 

with overly personal motivations: “To a certain degree, she is building this school for herself: the plucky girl 

who became one of the most successful women in the world, yet still feels that pain” of her own youthful 

struggles.38

                                                 
33 “The Chance of a Lifetime,” Series & Specials, January 1, 2006, Oprah.com,  http://www.oprah.com/world/The-
Chance-of-a-Lifetime/slide_number/16#slide 

   

34 “Oprah’s Academy: Why Educating Girls Pays Off More,” by Stephanie Hanes, Christian Science Monitor, Jan. 5, 2007. 
35 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 
36 “Oprah’s Academy: Why Educating Girls Pays Off More,” by Stephanie Hanes, Christian Science Monitor, Jan. 5, 2007. 
37 “Outside Oprah’s School, a Growing Frustration,” by John Donnelly, Boston Globe, January 20, 2007. 
38 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 
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Some voiced discomfort with a school that, in grooming young girls for a chance to rise into the 

social elite, separated them from their families and home environment.  The visiting policy was strict; each 

girl was allowed just one visitor per month, and each visit had to be approved at least two weeks in 

advance.  In the school’s first year of operation, one student’s mother complained to a reporter that, when 

she tried to visit her daughter, she was made to wait a half-hour at the security gate, and was then limited 

to a two-hour visit with her child.  School administrators defended the policy—strict controls were 

necessary to ensure safety and security on campus, they said, and also to cultivate a sense of school 

community and spirit.39

Some critics, however, questioned whether the school, by providing its students with sudden 

exposure to great privilege, would harm their family and community ties:  "How do these students now 

adjust back to their communities?" asked Grace Mnguni, director of the Francois-Xavier Bagnoud 

Association in South Africa, a nonprofit that focuses on human rights and health programs. "How do they 

identify with the real problems of communities when they are no longer part of them?"  And might they 

not, in the process, lose something precious, asked Kerry Olson, founder of Firelight Foundation, an African 

organization that helps market community-based NGOs that provide services to HIV/AIDS orphans: 

   

The problem with donors in general is that they see a mud hut and a child in rags, 

and then they see an orphanage and a child with a roof over their head and that 

looks so much better.  What they don't see is the grandmother in the back of 

that hut who loves the grandson and the connections that child has with the 

community.40

Other critics took broader aim at the growing phenomenon of celebrity projects in developing 

countries.  In the spring of 2008, after her philanthropic staff met with Winfrey’s, pop music star Madonna 

announced her plan to build a girls' high school in Malawi.  Other stars have invoked Winfrey’s example in 

making other kinds of education investments in the developing world.  The problem with such initiatives, 

according to the struggling, obscure nonprofits that have long labored to address poverty and related 

problems in developing countries, was that they hogged the limelight—and siphoned donor dollars away 

from their own, perhaps more deserving, initiatives.  Winfrey’s school, which received extensive media 

attention, received significant third party donations.  For example, in April, 2009, Winfrey’s Academy 

received a five year grant from the Gibson Foundation, philanthropic division of Gibson Guitar, to provide 

instruments and financial support to the school’s music program.

 

41

                                                 
39 “Oprah’s School ‘Too Strict,’ by Gavin Prins, News24.com., Nov. 3, 2007, 

  In addition, Dallas billionaire and 

http://www.news24.com/Content/SouthAfrica/News/1059/868fbc15f1024a4b83c0c9fbb503dd54/11-03-2007-06-
39/Oprahs_school_too_strict, retrieved February 7, 2010. 
40 “Outside Oprah’s School, a Growing Frustration,” by John Donnelly, Boston Globe, January 20, 2007. 
41 http://www.gibson.com/en-us/Lifestyle/GibsonFoundation/News/Gibson-Foundation-Oprah-414/, retrieved Feb. 7, 
2010. 

http://www.news24.com/Content/SouthAfrica/News/1059/868fbc15f1024a4b83c0c9fbb503dd54/11-03-2007-06-39/Oprahs_school_too_strict
http://www.news24.com/Content/SouthAfrica/News/1059/868fbc15f1024a4b83c0c9fbb503dd54/11-03-2007-06-39/Oprahs_school_too_strict
http://www.gibson.com/en-us/Lifestyle/GibsonFoundation/News/Gibson-Foundation-Oprah-414/
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philanthropist Harold Simmons pledged $5 million to OWLA.42

Defenders of the Academy 

  The website for Winfrey’s Academy 

encouraged individuals to make online contributions to the venture, as well. 

But others defended the role of celebrity philanthropy.  Jim Yong Kim, the former head of HIV/AIDS 

programs in the World Health Organization, has argued that philanthropists are vital to good works projects 

and often bring a positive energy to the work, in that “they are totally engaged and want to learn.”  With 

respect to Winfrey’s school, he said, "You look at a school like that and have to say, 'Well, if I had $40 

million, that might not be what I would do with it,' but I'm so glad she went with her vision.  She will learn 

from the engagement with the school [about] the huge number of other issues that need to be tackled. I 

hope she builds on this experience, feels really good about it, and thinks, 'Wow, I could take my next $40 

million, and instead of focusing on depth and extraordinary quality, I'm going to focus on breadth.'"43

And others were quick to rally to Winfrey’s support, including Mandela: 

 

This school will provide opportunities to some of our young people they could 

never imagine, had it not been for Oprah. The key to any country’s future is 

educating its youth. Oprah is therefore not only investing in a few young 

individuals but in the future of our country. We are indebted to her for her 

selfless efforts. This is a lady that has, despite her own disadvantaged 

background, become one of the benefactors of the disadvantaged throughout 

the world and we should congratulate her for that.  

Martha Mohulo, a veteran primary school teacher in Soweto, was thrilled when eight of her 

students were admitted to Winfrey’s school.  She explained that at the end of each school year, as she 

wished her young students good luck in high school, she did so with a heavy heart, knowing that many 

would fall victim to violence, AIDS, and teen pregnancy.  “Those girls who went to Oprah, they are going to 

be safe.  They are much better off,” Mohulo told a reporter.44

                                                 
42  “Oprah Took Millions from Obama foe,” by Roger Friedman, FoxNews.com, Dec. 2, 2008.  

 

http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,460109,00.html, retrieved Feb. 7, 2010. 
43 “Outside Oprah’s School, a Growing Frustration,” by John Donnelly, Boston Globe, January 20, 2007. 
44 “Oprah’s Academy: Why Educating Girls Pays Off More,” by Stephanie Hanes, Christian Science Monitor, Jan. 7, 2007.  
Ironically, on October 6, 2007, in the school’s first year of operation, an abuse scandal surfaced at the Academy.  A 
dorm matron, Virginia Mokgoba, was accused, and later charged, with 13 counts of indecent assault, assault, and 
criminal injury, against six students and another dorm matron.   Initially, Winfrey has said, school administrators tried to 
hide the situation from her, but once informed, Winfrey responded forcefully, flying immediately to the school, holding 
a press conference, bringing a trauma counselor to the school, and replacing the headmaster at the end of her contract.  
Given the high profile nature of the school, and Winfrey’s stated goal of providing a safe environment for the students 
in her academy, the scandal received considerable press attention.  In March 2009, the Academy expelled four girls 
following allegations of sexual harassment and other misconduct.  Defenders of the Academy have said that these 
incidents were isolated and that, ultimately, Winfrey and the Academy responded to them appropriately.  (New York 
Daily News, Nov. 7, 2007, Beta Guanabee, April 6, 2009). 

http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,460109,00.html


 

HKS Case Program 11 of 11 Case Number 1930.0 

  
 

 

And some took aim at the critics and their assumptions.  “Critics say the school is too lavish for 

such an impoverished country. How dare Winfrey have the audacity to spoil these Black African girls?!” 

wrote another Winfrey-defender, Karen Russell, in a blog published on The Huffington Post website.   

Why are so many quick to question if these girls deserve the best education 

Oprah's money has to offer? Oprah is sending a message to the world that blacks 

and women are valuable by creating one of the most expensive schools in the 

world for Black African girls. Good for her! Oprah will get a lot of bang for her 

buck by educating poor Black girls in Africa….  Africa's first female President Ellen 

Johnson is finally getting the lights turned on in Liberia after decades with no 

electricity. Who knows what great things Oprah's little leaders will do for 

Africa?45

In her own defense, Winfrey has said, "I understand that many… feel that I’m going overboard.  And that’s 

fine.  This is what I want to do.  I wanted to take girls with that ‘it’ quality, and give them an opportunity to 

make a difference in the world.”

 

46

 

   

 

                                                 
45 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/karen-russell/the-war-on-oprah_1_b_37825.html, published Jan. 4, 2007.  Retrieved 
Feb. 2, 2010. 
46 “Oprah Goes to School,” by Allison Samuels, Newsweek, Jan. 8, 2007. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/karen-russell/the-war-on-oprah_1_b_37825.html

