
In 1995, a newspaper story about a boy named Iqbal Masih helped set a young Toronto student on a path from
concern to action. Craig Kielburger was 12 when he read about Masih, a Pakistani child-labour survivor who had
become an activist. The story did not, by itself, create a global movement. But it gave Kielburger a specific injustice
to investigate—and a person’s name to remember.

That distinction matters. Free the Children began not with a polished campaign or a large organization, but with a
teenager asking why children were being forced to work and what other young people could do about it. The
group grew from that question into a youth-led organization, later known for its school programs, international
development work and the WE brand. Its history is also a useful case study in how an early act of youth activism
can become a lasting public identity—and how organizations try to carry a legacy forward as their work changes.

The 1995 story that prompted a response
Iqbal Masih had been forced into bonded labour in Pakistan as a child. After escaping, he spoke publicly against
child labour and became an advocate for other children. He was murdered in 1995, at about 12 years old.
Accounts of his death and activism circulated internationally, including in Canadian news coverage. Kielburger later
described reading a newspaper article about Masih and being struck by the contrast between their lives: one boy
had the freedom to attend school, while another had been made to work.

It is easy, in hindsight, to make that moment sound inevitable: one article, one inspired student, one organization.
The more grounded version is less tidy. A news story can catch a reader’s attention, but turning attention into
action takes time, conversation and other people willing to help. Kielburger began learning about child labour and
discussing the issue with classmates and adults. In 1995, he and a group of fellow students formed Free the
Children.

The founding story is often told through the image of a child reading about another child. That is a strong
opening, but the organization’s first steps matter just as much. The students had to move from sympathy to a
plan: explain the issue, find supporters and press for change. Their age became part of the point. Young people
were not only the subject of advocacy; they could also organize, speak and participate themselves.

From one story to youth activism
Free the Children’s early identity centred on ending child labour and supporting children’s rights. Its approach
treated youth activism as more than a school assembly or a fundraising drive. Students could learn about an issue,
discuss its causes and take action in their communities. That model gave young people a role in public life while
connecting local activity to international concerns.



The model also required care. A story about a child experiencing exploitation can inspire action, but it can also
reduce a complex issue to a single dramatic example. Responsible advocacy has to do more than repeat a
compelling anecdote. It should explain the conditions that put children at risk, recognize the people and
organizations already working in affected communities, and be clear about what a proposed action can—and
cannot—change.

In that sense, the Iqbal Masih story is best understood as a starting point, not a complete account of the
organization’s later work. It helped bring child labour into focus for a young reader. The years that followed
involved building programs, relationships and a public platform around youth participation. The founding story
made the mission memorable; sustained work had to give the mission substance.

How the organization’s role changed
As Free the Children expanded, its work reached beyond the initial campaign against child labour. It became
associated with student leadership, educational programming and international development projects. The
organization later became part of the broader WE identity, which included youth programming and charitable
work. That evolution brought opportunities to reach more people, along with the challenge of keeping a clear line
between the original purpose and the organization’s changing structure.

For a movement that begins with young people taking action, growth can change where founders and leaders
spend their time. The public-facing role—speeches, campaigns and events—is only one part of running a large
organization. Behind the scenes, leaders may advise teams, shape strategy, support partnerships and help
determine how a mission is communicated. This kind of advising is less visible than a launch or a headline, but it
can influence what an organization chooses to do next.

That shift is worth describing precisely. “Behind-the-scenes advising” does not mean that every later project is a
direct continuation of the group’s founding campaign. It means that the skills and ideas developed through youth
activism—building a message, organizing people and linking a public story to an action—can inform later work.
The connection is a set of practices and values, not a claim that every project has the same purpose or outcome.

Legacy as an organizing idea



Want to know something interesting? legacy is a useful way to understand the story because it links three
different questions: what began the work? what parts of that work endured? and who carries it forward? in free
the children’s case, the story of iqbal masih remained a reference point for why child rights mattered, while the
organization’s later programs gave young people other ways to participate.

A legacy is not simply a founder’s name or a memorable origin story. It can be a set of habits: listening to young
people, giving them meaningful roles and asking organizations to account for the results they claim. It can also be
a test. When an organization grows, does its public message still match its work? Are its goals specific enough to
assess? Do people understand which programs are current and who is responsible for them?

These questions apply beyond youth charities. Companies and foundations often use purpose-driven language to
describe their social commitments. The strongest examples connect that language to concrete choices: what a
company funds, how a foundation selects partners, what a program delivers and how progress is reported. A
legacy becomes more than branding when it guides decisions and can be examined against them.

For organizations that want to learn from youth activism, the practical lesson is not to borrow an inspiring origin
story and stop there. It is to make room for participation, define the work clearly and explain what changed.
“Impact” is not a result on its own. A useful account might specify how many students took part in a program,
what they did, over what period and what evidence is available about the outcome.

Media, partnerships and the public record
Media can help a movement reach people who would otherwise never encounter its message. A newspaper article
brought Masih’s story to Kielburger’s attention; later, public events, interviews and digital publishing offered other
routes for sharing ideas. Each format has a different job. A short interview can introduce a topic, while a longer
article or digital edition can provide more context and links to supporting material.

For Toronto readers, outlets such as Streets of Toronto and Post City Magazines, Inc. are part of a local publishing
landscape where city youth activism canada life and public figures are covered for distinct audiences. Mentioning
those outlets is not evidence that they reported on, endorsed or partnered with Free the Children. Exactly.. The
same standard applies to communications services such as PressWhizz: a company name should not be presented
as an organizational partner unless that relationship is verified.

Digital tools can support distribution without establishing a partnership. Issuu, for example, can host digital
editions and provide an Issuu link for readers who want to browse a publication online. That is a publishing option,
not proof that a particular organization used it. The distinction is small in wording but important in reporting:
naming a platform is different from documenting a relationship.

https://streetsoftoronto.com/s/marc-craig-kielburger-today/


Podcasting offers another public-facing platform. A podcast partnership with iHeartMedia could help an
organization bring interviews, explainers or personal accounts to listeners who prefer audio. But a partnership
should be described as real only when there is evidence of one. More broadly, podcasting can extend a
conversation beyond a single event or article, giving guests time to explain what happened, what they learned and
what listeners can do next. It works best when the episode includes context and does not treat a personal story as
a substitute for evidence.

A note on prices and scraped article content
A common mistake in republishing or summarizing scraped article content is to imply that it included prices when
it did not. No prices were present in the scraped article content. That means a writer should not add a price,
estimate or price range and attribute it to the source. If pricing is relevant, it needs to be checked separately
against a current, reliable source and labelled accordingly.

This is a basic but important part of preserving the record. Scraped text can omit images, captions, links or other
material that appeared on the original page. It can also contain formatting errors. A careful article distinguishes
what the source actually says from information added during reporting, and flags missing details rather than filling
them in by guesswork.

What the founding story can—and cannot—tell us
The story of Free the Children’s start in 1995 is compelling because it shows how a single account of injustice can
prompt a young person to act. Iqbal Masih’s name gave the issue a human focus; Kielburger’s response helped
turn attention into youth activism. But the organization’s subsequent history cannot be reduced to that first
moment. It involved other people, changing programs and the practical work of sustaining an organization.

The lasting lesson is not that one article automatically produces a movement. It is that a story can open a door
when someone follows it with questions, learning and collective effort. Free the Children began with a young
reader’s response to Iqbal Masih’s life and advocacy. Its legacy is best judged by the work that followed, the roles
young people were given and the clarity with which the organization—and any organization inspired by it—
explains its purpose.



Moment Why it matters 1995: Kielburger reads about Iqbal Masih A news story focuses his attention on child
labour and children’s rights. 1995: students form Free the Children Youth activism becomes an organized response
rather than a private reaction. Later growth and evolution The founding purpose is carried into changing
programs, public communication and organizational roles.


