When Andreas Dracopoulos, W’86, traveled to Penn in 1982,
he embarked on a great journey—from Greece to the United
States, from a comfortable life growing up in an affluent family
to a dorm room in a community struggling with the brutal
effects of poverty. Even on campus, Dracopoulos found himself
navigating a world where few people shared the cultural
knowledge and assumptions of his homeland.
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he adjustment never overpowered Dracopoulos ’
joy in the experience, and he still views his Wharton education
as the foundation for the very full and productive life he has
lived ever since. “Going to college is at the core of what you
do later in life, no matter who you are, what you are, or where
you are,” he says. “I think it is often the first time people fly
away on their own. So it was a journey within the journey.”
Almost three decades later and nearly 8,000 miles from
where Dracopoulos first set off for college, Thulani Tsabedze,
ENG ’14, GEN’15, made his way to Penn from a rural village
in Swaziland, southern Africa. Growing up among 17 siblings,
he had always been the child asking questions about how
things worked, taking things apart, and designing better tools
for his family’s farm, even as he took his turn tending to his
father’s livestock.
Tsabedze’s curiosity fueled a pursuit of education that
required tenacity unimaginable to most of us. He was the
first person in his village to ever board a plane—let alone go
to college. “My mom kept exclaiming, ‘Where are you going?
I could never have imagined that you would take a flying
machine!’” he remembers. “Being able to go that far is by
no means something that would have been possible without
Penn and financial aid.”
The man with the vision and generosity to make Tsabedze’s
odyssey possible was Andreas Dracopoulos. As co-president
and a director of the Stavros Niarchos Foundation, the
philanthropic organization created by the uncle for whom
it is named, Dracopoulos constantly seeks ways to fulfill its
mission of supporting “endeavors that can achieve a lasting,
positive impact on society at large.”
Dracopoulos saw a match between this purpose and the
Penn World Scholars Program, which provides internships
abroad and leadership opportunities for outstanding
international students with promise as global leaders.
Currently, 57 World Scholars at Penn come from places as
distant as Nigeria, Kenya, Turkey, and Vietnam. After being
selected by the University to become a Penn World Scholar,
Tsabedze entered the program as the first student to receive
the Stavros Niarchos Foundation Endowed World Scholar
Fund scholarship.
Tsabedze’s mother did not live to see her son graduate
with bachelor’s and master’s degrees in engineering. Adding
personal tragedy to cultural and financial challenges, both of
Tsabedze’s parents died while he was an undergraduate. Penn
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Scholarship recipient Thulani Tsabedze, ENG’14, GEN’15,
now works in Penn’s Modular Robotics Lab.

gave him the flexibility in his academic schedule and the
funding to visit both of them one last time.
Today, Tsabedze applies his education as a Penn researcher,
where he hopes to improve people’s lives through innovation.
Outside of work, Tsabedze pursues a project with personal ties
and big potential. He is working on creating a device that
women in developing countries will be able to use at home to
screen themselves for cervical cancer, the disease that killed his
mother. He is also building on his experiences from an
internship in Ghana to create a website where women can
easily find information on prevention.
In the meantime, Andreas Dracopoulos is thrilled to help
international students on their own journeys within a journey,
but he also sees the benefit for Penn’s entire student community.
By living and learning among peers with the broadest possible

range of perspectives, he hopes they will become adults who
can lead all of us back to the mutual respect necessary for civil
discourse. “As a family, you want college to provide a safe and
respectful environment where young people can learn to agree
and disagree,” says Dracopoulos. “It sounds so simple, but it is
very important.” In fact, the Stavros Niarchos Foundation has
recently funded a new multi-institutional initiative to promote
open and inclusive discourse worldwide.
He has also created the Andreas Dracopoulos Endowed
Scholarship Fund through his personal generosity. “By
supporting Penn and its students,” says Dracopoulos, “I am
contributing to the next generation of shapers and movers, and
giving them the freedom to innovate, experiment, and explore
their ideas. Education is simply the most transformative gift
a person and a community can receive.” n

There is a saying in Greece:
‘Take the diploma and throw it
in the river. You will still have it.’
That is because no one can take
your education from you.
– Andreas Dracopoulos, W’86

October 2017

5

