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I always knew my life would be used for something great. But 
there I was—a trained actor from the Baltimore School for the Arts, a couple years out of 
high school—with an undetermined future. 

In My Own Words

I wanted to do something for my peo-
ple, but I also wanted to be the next 
Denzel Washington. My mind said it 
would be foolish to let my acting 
training go to waste. My heart said I 
was born to serve a bigger cause. 

Growing up in the Nation of Islam, I 
learned that my life as a young black 
man was valuable. Yet today, I see 
youth as an endangered species— 
under attack socially, politically and 
economically. I couldn’t sit idly by 
and watch my peers and my commu-
nity deteriorate. I had the passion, tal-
ent and foundation of my beliefs to 
improve life for those around me. I 
only needed the opportunity. 

Once I decided to devote myself to 
developing young leaders, the doors 
of opportunity opened up. In 1999, 
my future wife, Tamara, and I started 
New Light Leadership Coalition (NLLC). 
She was 17. I was 19. We had no idea 
how to operate a nonprofit organiza-
tion, but we shared the desire to make 
young people leaders. We both wanted 
to change the culture where young 
people are being used to promote an 
agenda led by adults—adults who 
only engage us when cameras are 
around. We also grew tired of seeing 
young people wasting their innate 
leadership abilities. 

Young people in Baltimore face many 
challenges. The high school dropout 
rate for black males has climbed above 
60 percent. Homicides totaled nearly 

300 last year, with many victims in 
their teens and early 20s. Baltimore 
has more young people on the streets 
than in the workplace. 

In addition to the external challenges, 
primary internal impediments—for 
black youth, in particular—include 
self-hatred and lack of self-knowl-
edge. These two conditions have led 
black youth in a downward spiral. 
Despite the chaos, confusion and dis-
satisfaction, I believe young people 
are capable of doing great things. 

NLLC hosted its first leadership con-
ference in Baltimore in November 
1999. We wanted to address how 
young people see themselves. Sur-
prisingly, the event attracted 100  
students from around the city. I knew 
something major had just happened. 
A change was  
taking place, 
with young 
people at 
the center. 

Since then, NLLC has trained more than 
2,000 young people nationwide on key 
principles of leadership. We also give  
young people the tools to resolve  
conflicts, become youth entrepreneurs, 
engage politically and operate and 
manage student organizations.

We have to change the thinking of 
young people before making any 
changes on the streets or in the halls 
of power. I want young people to see 
their lives as valuable. I want them to 
break down old, oppressive structures 
and usher in a new reality that bene-
fits us all. This is the mission I was 
called to do, and it will be my contri-
bution to make this a better world. 

Farajii R. Muhammad serves as President 
of the nonprofit Baltimore-based youth or-
ganization New Light Leadership Coalition, 
Inc. For more information about NLLC, visit 
www.nllc.org.

Farajii Muhammad and his future 
wife Tamara were teenagers 
when they founded a youth 
leadership organization 
in Baltimore.  
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My father, who was a teacher, strug-
gled to find the money to educate me, 
my brother and three sisters. We all 
wanted to do well and make our par-
ents proud, but our education was 
poor. If my father had not been a 
teacher, I would most certainly have 
dropped out of school by fifth grade.

Schools in villages like mine simply 
don’t have what they need, which 
helps explain why more than half the 
people living in Pakistan’s rural areas 
are illiterate. Our schools have no ca-
reer guidance programs or knowledge 
about computers. There are no debates, 
competitions or class trips where stu-
dents learn about the larger world. I 
discovered too late that I had chosen 
the wrong subjects to get my medical 
degree. I was so disappointed that for  

a while I gave up my dreams. 

Though I knew my job 
prospects were poor, 
I decided to contin-
ue my  studies. After 
much hard work, I 
moved to Islam-
abad to attend the 
university, where I 
graduated in March 

2006 with a B.A.  
in statistics 

Ever since I was very young, I dreamed of becoming a doctor and 
supporting my siblings so they could get a good education. But I faced many challenges.  
I was born near the town of Muree, an hour’s drive northeast of Islamabad, Pakistan. 

In My Own Words

Above: Sana’s job training program is 
implemented by ASK Development and 
managed in partnership with Rural Sup-
port Programmes Network, two Pakistani  
organizations working with IYF.  
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and economics. After a long search,  
I finally got a job interview. It did not 
go well, and I was turned down.

Even young people in Pakistan with a 
good education have a difficult time 
getting jobs. The foremost reason is 
the lack of educational relevance—
including technical education. Our 
options simply do not satisfy the re-
quirements of the current market. So 
a large number of youth are educated 
but not employed. Of course, the on-
going political instability and violence 
in Pakistan also creates doubt about 
our country’s economic and social 
development—and job prospects. 

Last year, my father told me about a 
new job training program. When I was 
accepted, I hoped I would learn how 
to better conduct interviews and en-
hance my communications skills. But 
I learned more. The program offered 
us training in customer service, selling 
and corporate ethics, as well as practi-
cal advice—like appropriate dress 
codes in the workplace. Before, I was 
not able to speak well in public. Thanks 
to the confidence-building exercises, 
all of that has changed. On the first 
day of classes, almost no one had any 
goals. By the end, everyone was talk-
ing excitedly about how they wanted 
to get a job or continue their studies. 
All of a sudden, everyone was moti-
vated. It’s like we realized this is not 
the end—there is much more to do. 

The training I received in this program 
is the reason I am now employed in a 

customer relations job with U-fone,  
a mobile telephone company in 

Rawalpindi. It has really changed my 
economic prospects. Growing up, the 
greatest mission that I set for myself 
was to get a job and save enough 
money to help educate my younger 
siblings. I am 21 now and so happy to 
have realized those distant dreams. 

As young people, we can be catalysts 
for change in Pakistan, directing our 
country toward a better future. But 
we need to prepare ourselves. There 
is so much more out there for us  
to accomplish.  

Sana Shamsher Satti participated in a job 
skills training program supported by the   
Education & Employment Alliance (EEA). 
An initiative of the International Youth 
Foundation with funding from a US$13 mil-
lion cooperative agreement from USAID, 
EEA works in Egypt, India, Indonesia,  
Morocco, Pakistan and the Philippines to help 
young people enhance their job prospects.
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