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On Saturday, June 18th, the lounge area at 41 Ocean 
in Santa Monica was packed.

Everyone gathered for the first official fundraising 
event in Los Angeles for The Akilah Institute for 
Women, the first and only college for women in East 
Africa co-sponsored by The W Factor, a new women’s 
division of Haig Barrett, and Beth Harris. 

Over 50 clients, friends and supporters gathered 
to celebrate the organization’s 5th anniversary. 
The afternoon was filled with fun, live music and 
meaningful conversations about empowering 
women globally through education.

During the event, Nadine Niyitegeka, Akilah Alumna 
class of 2013 and genocide survivor spoke about 
her passion for education. Nadine’s life transformed 
after she graduated from Akilah. She recounted how 
she went from a young girl walking an hour and a 
half to school each day with hunger pains to having 

offers from companies like Marriott International and 
becoming a public speaker and Ambassador for the 
Akilah Institute. 

Now she is able to support her entire family while 
also empowering other women to pursue their 
dreams through education. Her heartfelt and 
impactful speech moved the entire room. 

After Nadine spoke, Elizabeth Hughes, one of the 
co-founders of Akilah, shared a touching story about 
opening Akilah in Rwanda in January 2010. With no 
textbooks or computers and only a few thousand 
dollars in the bank, she and her husband Dave 
opened their doors to the first class of 50 students. 

Five years after becoming an 
accredited institution of higher 
learning, Akilah has demonstrated 
tremendous growth with 550 students 
on campus in Kigali, Rwanda.
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Over 60 employment partners from local businesses 
to major international companies and has solidified 
it’s reputation for delivering a unique market-relevant 
curriculum that prepares young women from a variety 
of backgrounds to enter directly into professional and 
leadership roles when they graduate.

We first learned about The Akilah Institute from Beth 
Harris, the Chair of the West Coast Leadership Council for 
the Akilah Foundation. Beth has a passion for philanthropy 
and empowering women globally through education. 

From the moment we heard about the impact the 
organization is making on the young women in Africa by 
educating them with the employable skills, we knew we 
had to be involved.  

The Akilah Institute offers a unique model of market-
relevant education that empowers graduates for success 
in careers and leadership roles. Out of 95 alumnae, 90% 
were employed within six months of graduation, earning 
incomes five times higher than the national average.

Over the summer, Haig Barrett endorsed the organization 
by supporting the boutique fundraising event curated 
by Beth in San Francisco. The success of the events in San 
Francisco brought celebration of Akilah’s 5th Anniversary 
to Santa Monica.

The fundraiser was both successful and well attended.  
The W Factor and Haig Barrett even matched the first 
$1,000 donated.

Akilah students are breaking through the cultural, social, 
and economic barriers that hold women back. And their 
mission closely aligns with our vision for The ‘W’ Factor— 
to champion women, recognize that women’s needs are 
ever evolving and bring women’s’ needs to the forefront of 
the conversation.

This natural alignment was another reason we are proud 
to be involved with Akilah.

If you missed the Akilah’s West Coast 2015 summer events and would like to 
make an investment to support educating and empowering young women 
globally, you can donate directly to Akilah here or write a check payable to 
Akilah and mail to 195 Plymouth Street, Suite 2/4, Brooklyn, NY 11201.

Founders Elizabeth Dearborn-Hughes & Dave Hughes


