
Oprah Winfrey is an American talk show host, actress, producer, 
media tycoon and philanthropist. Not only has she been the 
indisputable queen of the airwaves with her show for 25 years, she 
is also “arguably the world's most powerful woman”, according to 
CNN and TIME. She is also a billionaire.

In January 2007 she opened, at an estimated cost of 40 million 
dollars, The Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls, a girls-
only boarding school located in Henley on Klip, about an hour 
south of Johannesburg, South Africa. The school provides 
educational and leadership opportunities for academically gifted 
girls from impoverished backgrounds. 

Leadership development is the main focus of the academy, 
inspired by the South African principle of Ubuntu/Botho which 
encompasses the ideals of humanity, compassion and service to 
others. One of the goals of the academy is creating leaders who 
will give back to the community, serving and inspiring those 
around them and, at a more global level, fostering leaders who 
will remain committed to the development of South Africa and the 
African continent. 

On January 14, 2012 the school celebrated its first graduation. 
100% of the 72 girls who graduated are headed to universities in 
South Africa and the United States. To put this figure into 
perspective, across South Africa only about half of one million 
high school students that were supposed to graduate in 2012 
actually did. And of those remaining only a quarter will qualify for 
university. 

One of the academy's most vocal supporters has been Nelson 
Mandela, who has called Oprah Winfrey his hero because she 
understands that democracy is useless unless future generations 
receive an education, and has said that her gift will endure over 
many lifetimes. 

The first scandal in the school appeared just a few months after 
opening. A female school staffer was accused of physically and 
sexually abusing students. Setting an example of leadership, 
Winfrey immediately jumped on a plane and flew to South Africa 
to meet with school officials and parents. She gave each girl a cell 
phone that had her personal phone number programmed into it. 
In dealing aggresively with the problem she sent a strong 
message, in a country where child rape is incredibly common, 
that this type of abuse is simply intolerable. She also gave these 
girls, most of them coming from extreme poverty, a glimpse of 
what a powerful woman looks like and what she stands for. 

It is no wonder that these first graduates absolutely adore Oprah. 
And she loves them back. Oprah, who has no children and who 
comes from extreme poverty herself, exclaimed during the 
graduation ceremony that she was one “proud, proud momma”. 
She has repeatedly said that education is freedom. To change how 
women are viewed, Winfrey believes that providing all the 
opportunities must be a priority; and she wants to change not 
only how these girls think but also the way a culture feels about 
what women can do.

In their farewell message in the school's website, the girls write: 
“We might not all be the best of friends, but we have a bond that 
is indescribable and although we never really admit this - we are 
more than friends and classmates…we are sisters”. 
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