
Unable to afford to raise and educate her 

daughter, her mother was compelled to send 

her to live with relatives in Europe. Her mother’s 

situation exemplifies what Noëlla sees as the issue 

at the heart of education in the Congo. “Sons are 

educated over daughters. If my mother had been 

educated, she would have been able to work 

and keep me. Instead, she had to send me away 

to give me a chance. But educate women, invest 

in them - and you elevate them. The other issue 

is that children are sent away to be educated 

– and take their skills elsewhere. We need to 

build the infrastructure and intellectual capital of 

the Congo from within. We want to educate the 

next engineers, teachers… These girls want to be 

leaders – they have big dreams.”

F
or Noëlla Coursaris Musunka, 

education is all. It changed her life 

and now she is using it to change 

the lives of others.

The model-turned-philanthropist is the brains, drive 

and heart behind Malaika, a non-profit, grass-

roots foundation that empowers girls and their 

community through education. She has built it 

(quite literally – she was there when they dug the 

first well; laid the very first stone) from the ground 

up, transforming the Kalebuka community.

Noëlla’s story is a remarkable one. Born in 

Lubumbashi in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

her childhood was curtailed by the death of her 

father when she was just five years old. 
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Noëlla determined from very early on that she 

would work hard and “be someone”. After her 

studies, she was scouted as a model in London 

(her first gig was for Agent Provocateur – the only 

black girl on the shoot), and built an international 

reputation (“I was not Kate Moss!” she laughs, “but 

I was successful.") All the while, she was quietly 

continuing her philanthropic work, initially sponsoring 

individual girls in her native Congo. (Deborah, the 

very first girl she sponsored when her entire family 

was killed by fire, is now working and married – and 

still rings Noëlla every couple of months.) 

It wasn’t enough. It didn’t address the scale of 

need. “I decided it was time to do something. 

There are 7 million children out of school in 

Congo. The life expectancy in this village is 

maybe 36 years old.” (The lack of basic resources 

means that something as simple as a cut carries 

the risk of infection and death.) “In a country as 

rich as the Congo, this is not right. Educate girls 

and you get less pregnancy, less HIV; they can 

support themselves.” Noëlla was clear about what 

she wasn’t going to do. “I didn’t want to have 

a foundation where 60% of the money went on 

expenses. I don’t take a salary and all but one of 

our team give their time for free. 90% of the money 

raised goes straight into the project.”

While her modelling career was a useful platform 

from which to launch Malaika – generating 

contacts and profile – Noëlla insists it would have 

happened anyway. “Philanthropy is who I am 

and what I do. Growing up, I wanted to be a 

surgeon or a doctor – I guess it was always about 

saving lives. But then,” she adds with a chuckle, “I 

realised it would involve all that blood!”

Malaika (named in honour of her late father) is 

now a school for 280 girls, aged 5-18. When 

the new classrooms (currently under construction) 

are completed, there will be 340 students in total. 

" EDUCATE WOMEN, 

INVEST IN THEM

AND YOU

ELEVATE  THEM. "



“WE WANT TO 
GIVE THE CHI LDREN 

EVERY CHANCE 
TO F IND THE IR 

PERSONAL ITY  AND 
WHAT THEY LOVE.”

Spaces are highly prized; results attendance would 

turn the head of a competitive British primary green. 

“Most of our students come from homes where they 

sleep on the floor and have maybe a few meals 

a week. We give them two meals a day. Over 

the holidays we noticed they got all skinny and 

unhealthy, and so we started holiday camps.” She 

shrugs as if to say ‘of course we did’.

Many students also arrive without basic skills (how 

to eat with utensils, use a toilet (many of them live in 

homes without one), drink water, wash their hands 

– Noëlla relays how they go home and pass these 

skills on to their families) or the right clothes (uniform 

is provided – down to the shoes and underwear 

– and their mothers are taught how to sew them). 

The curriculum is both academic and creative 

(yoga, drama, music). “We want to give them 

every chance to find their personality and what 

they love. They have such big ambitions – I love 

that.” But Malaika is more than a school, it’s the 

transformation of a village, and – adds Noëlla – “a 

showcase that there is a new African generation”. 

There are nine wells (before they laid so much as a 

stone of the school, they built a well with the Voss 

Foundation – “Then we saw hundreds of people 

coming for fresh water. We knew that well was 

going to be fenced in as part of the school – so 

we built another. Now there are nine.”) There’s a 

community centre built in partnership with FIFA that 

serves and educates 5,000 local people.

It is seen as a prototype of what can be achieved 

– little wonder that Noëlla is a sought-after speaker 

and advisor. She has spoken everywhere from 

Parliament to UNICEF, given a TED talk (when eight 

months pregnant), appeared alongside President 

Clinton on his Clinton Global Initiative panels. She’s 

also an ambassador for the Global Fund alongside 

Charlize Theron, for whom she is full of praise. “She 

is a celebrity who does things. Like [the singer] Eve 

– who works with us on Malaika. She flew out to the 

Congo to see the project on the ground.”

All of which Noëlla 

fits around her own 

children, JJ, seven, 

and Cara, three – the 

family decamps to 

Malaika for six weeks 

every summer: “I want 

them to know how 

lucky they are. My 

son already gets it. 

He wants to give his 

pocket money to his 

friends over there. He 

says I’ve done enough 

for the girls and he 

needs to help the 

boys!” From her home 
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in Cheltenham, she manages all operations: she’s 

on every email and in constant Whatsapp contact 

with the team on the ground. “There’s not a dollar 

spent, a child who is sick or a teacher who needs 

classroom supplies that I don’t know 

about.” Having been separated from her 

own parents at a young age, nothing 

matters more to her than their happiness. 

They are, indubitably, the love of her life 

(alongside her husband, James). 

Her female friendships are also key to her 

happiness – and her project. “It’s funny,” 

she reflects, “Malaika started to educate 

girls, and 50-70% of the people around 

me are women. I have young girls writing 

to me from around the world; strong women 

reaching out to me; my biggest donor is a woman. 

I think what they all have in common is respect – 

and a tonne of affection and love.”

Her ambitions do not end there. She wants to 

travel less – last year she flew around the world 

to mark Malaika’s 10th year. She took three of the 

students to a conference in New York – “It was the 

first time they’d been on a plane, slept in a bed, 

ate strawberries. They were so confident and so 

happy to speak out about the school. It was,” she 

beams, “so very special.” She’s writing “a manual 

of operation” so other countries can set up their 

own version of Malaika; working on teachers’ 

“ THERE ’S  NOT A DOLLAR 

SPENT ,  A  CHI LD WHO 

IS  S ICK OR A TEACHER 

WHO NEEDS CLASSROOM 

SUPPL IES  THAT I  DON’T 

KNOW ABOUT.”

training (her school is considered a beacon of 

academic achievement in the Congo); working on 

vocational programmes for the youth; planning a 

medical clinic.

It’s all very impressive (and not a little 

exhausting even to contemplate the scale 

of the project and the time involved) – 

so what does she consider her greatest 

achievement? “Apart from being a 

mum, of course, it’s to have built this 

village – because we started from zero. 

Sometimes you think to yourself ‘what 

should I do next?’ but right now I’m 

trying to enjoy what I have finished. And 

I’m proud because I’m not from a rich 

family or a ‘name’; I have done this with my gut 

and my heart.”
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SPOTLIGHT ON MALAIKA

The mission of Malaika is to empower Congolese girls and their communities through 
education. Based in New York, the organization operates in the village of Kalebuka, in the 
Southeastern region of the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Discover Malaika: malaika.org @malaikadrc


