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She-Can founder strives to develop
women leaders around the globe
By EMILY LAVIN

elavin@thearknewspaper.com
———
arbara Bylenga says she
had a light-bulb moment
while doing what she
thought would be a onetime favor.
Through her volunteer work with the
nonprofit Business Council for Peace,
the Strawberry resident was in Rwanda
mentoring a local salon owner who
wanted to open a beauty school.
One day, the woman mentioned her
daughter had achieved high scores on
her U.S. college entrance exams and
asked Bylenga if she would help the girl
apply for a scholarship to attend college
in the U.S.
“I was like, ‘Oh, OK, I don’t know
how to do that, but of course I want to
help,’” Bylenga says.
Bylenga tapped into the network of
women she had built during the course
of her career in advertising and market
research.
With guidance from that network,
the young woman secured a full-ride
scholarship to Bucknell University in
Pennsylvania.
Bylenga saw an opportunity. Colleges
were looking for international students,
particularly those from low-income
communities, she says, and she knew
there were plenty of young women in
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SHE-CAN

She-Can scholars speak at one of the nonprofit’s events. Since 2011, a total of 56 young
women from Rwanda and Cambodia have won full scholarships to U.S. colleges and have been
paired with mentor teams through She-Can; 12 additional scholars from Liberia will start
school in the U.S. this fall.
places like Rwanda who had
high potential but limited
opportunities.
“The schools were giving
(international) scholarships
but mostly to middle-income
students,” says Bylenga,
61. “Truthfully, because of
that, the leadership in those
countries will always remain Bylenga
elite or male. Until women
from low-income communities can get
their education to be leaders, systemic
change can’t happen.”
In 2011, Bylenga founded She-Can,
short for Supporting Her Education

Changes a Nation. The
nonprofit, which operates
out of an office on Tiburon
Boulevard, aims to empower
low-income women from
post-conflict countries with
the education, leadership
skills and mentorship they
need to create change in
their home countries.
She-Can helps those accepted into its program obtain full-ride
scholarships to U.S. colleges and universities, provides additional financial
assistance and connects each young
woman with a team of five to six female
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mentors to work with throughout her
time in the U.S.
All scholars pledge to return home
within one year of graduating to start
their careers.
In its first year of operation, SheCan accepted four scholars, all from
Rwanda.
Since 2011, a total of 56 young
women from Rwanda and Cambodia
have won full scholarships and been
paired with mentor teams through
She-Can; 17 of those scholars have
graduated and are working in their
home countries. In the fall, She-Can will
add 12 more young women to its ranks
when its newest class of scholars from
Cambodia and Liberia arrive in the U.S.
to attend college.
“Our mission is to build female global
leadership,” Bylenga says.

Nonprofit seeks those
‘passionate about change’
Bylenga is a Michigan native who
started her career in advertising, working first in Chicago and then in San
Francisco. She eventually started her
own market-research consultancy.
However, after the 2008 financial
crisis, Bylenga decided to take a break.
She spent some time in Paris, managing a few clients for income, and lived
with friends in Lake Tahoe.
“I was, I think, not cognizant of this,
but I was looking for another chapter,”
she says.
When she got the idea for what would
become She-Can, she contacted some
of the people she had met in Rwanda
through the Business Council for Peace.
“All those organizations that I knew
rose up and said, ‘We love this idea,’
and we sat down and created how to do

more info
For more information about She-Can, including ways to donate or volunteer as a mentor, visit shecan.global.

it,” she says.
Over the years, She-Can has sharpened its application process to find the
type of young woman Bylenga says
will best succeed within the program.
Applicants must meet certain core
criteria, including being between the
ages of 18 and 22. They must have
graduated high school with consistently
strong grades, hail from a low-income
household and speak strong English.
Bylenga, with a team of She-Can staff
members and mentors, will typically
travel each year to meet about 50 applicants.
The team conducts in-person interviews that include one-on-one and
roundtable discussions, a home visit
and a public-speaking assignment
where the girls are given a topic, like
global warming or sex trafficking, and
have to come up with a solution and
defend it to an audience.
“They have to convince us that
they’re passionate about change,” Bylenga says.
Those who make it past that round
participate in an SAT-prep course and
complete a community-service project.
Their test scores and the project help
Bylenga and her team narrow down the
women who will ultimately be chosen
for the program.
Those selected are then matched
with mentor teams who help each girl
navigate the college-application process.
Bylenga has developed a coalition of 12
colleges across the U.S. that have committed to funding scholarships for She-
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Can scholars each year, including Beloit
College in Wisconsin, Muhlenberg College in Pennsylvania, the University of
San Francisco and Spelman College in
Atlanta.
Mentors help scholars transition to
the U.S. once they’ve been accepted to
a school — the scholars often stay with
their mentors when they first arrive in
the county — and continue to check
in and provide support throughout the
scholar’s college career.
The relationship each mentor forms
with her scholar is unique, Bylenga
says, but it typically doesn’t take long
for a bond to develop.
“The mentors have a great experience, they fall in love with the scholar,”
she says.

Mentor-mentee relationship
can be impactful
The mentoring aspect of She-Can
is what attracted Mill Valley resident
Peggy Northrop to the organization.
She first learned about She-Can after
attending one of the nonprofit’s events
and in January 2018 traveled with Bylenga and others to Cambodia to interview applicants. She’s made a five-year
commitment to mentor Phidor, a young
woman from Cambodia who will be attending Beloit College in the fall.
She-Can offers a different experience from other nonprofits that ask
exclusively for money or offer volunteer
opportunities that aren’t always closely
connected to the on-the-ground work
the organization is doing, Northrop
says.
“To have an opportunity to mentor
someone in a very personal way, and
then to do it with your friends, is kind
of incredible,” she says.
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Since they were matched together,
Northrop has had weekly video chats
with Phidor as they get to know each
other, with the two discussing some of
the books Phidor’s been reading, including Michelle Obama’s “Becoming.”
Northrop says its already evident to
her how much the opportunity to attend
college in the U.S. means to Phidor.
“These are girls for whom this is a
transformative experience,” Northrop
says. “Having the opportunity to be a
part of that in some small way is pretty
exciting.”
San Francisco resident Nancy Murphy, who serves on the board of SheCan, will also be mentoring a scholar
set to start college this fall — her third
mentee since getting involved with the
program at its inception in 2011.
When she became a mentor with SheCan, “I had no idea that it was going to
be the kind of experience that it was,”
she says.
She notes mentoring the young
women has taught her about parts of
the world she didn’t know much about
before. She now seeks out African news
feeds and reads African blogs to keep
up on events in the part of the world
where her mentees are from. She has
opened her home to She-Can scholars
passing through San Francisco during
holidays or other times of the year; her
converted basement has been dubbed
the “She-Can dormitory.”
She says she’s impressed by the
scholars’ drive.
“To know that five years from now,
10 years from now, whatever field
they’re in, they’re going to be having an
impact on their country, on their community, and other young women who
look at them will say, ‘Wow, I can do
this too’ — that’s why I’m on my third
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mentee,” she says.

Nonprofit eyes future growth
The impact of the program is already evident in some of its graduates.
There’s Patrice, who received her master’s from the University of California
at Berkeley in 2015 and is currently the
permanent secretary to the minister of
infrastructure in Kigali, the capital of
Rwanda. Sharon graduated from Bennington College in Vermont and works
as a senior trade director at global-trade
marketplace Kountable in Kigali. Jocelyn, who graduated from Lafayette College in Pennsylvania in 2018, recently
interned at the Matibabu Foundation
Hospital in Kenya.
She-Can’s success is directly connected to Bylenga’s passion for the nonprofit, both Northrop and Murphy say.
“She lives this organization,” Murphy
says. “She works 24-7. There’s no time,
practically, that she is really checked
out.”
Northrop called Bylenga’s enthusiasm
for She-Can “infectious.”
“I think most great organizations
have that at their heart, a passionate, enthusiastic leader who is able to
inspire the other people around them
to become involved and lend their own
energies to the enterprise,” she says.
She notes Bylenga has been able to leverage her skills as a market researcher
to help build She-Can.
“So much of what she has to do now
is figure out what messages are going
to connect with people, what practices
are going to connect with people and
help move this forward,” Northrop says.
“That kind of skill and ability to ask
questions and continually learn is something that I have seen her do again and
again and really admire.”
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Murphy says one of her favorite
things about having been involved
in the organization since it began is
watching Bylenga work to expand the
program and its reach.
“I don’t think she ever dreamed that
it would be this big, but once she saw
what it could be, she never stopped
dreaming,” Murphy says.
Bylenga has some lofty goals for the
immediate future of the organization,
which currently has a budget of about
$850,000.
By 2023, she wants She-Can to be
operating in five countries and accepting 10 scholars from each — a big jump
from the 12 total scholars the program
plans to accept this year.
There is a glaring need for the female
leaders She-Can aims to help develop,
she says.
“I really believe there’s all these issues on the planet that aren’t being
solved,” she says, such as climate
change, access to clean water and
poverty. “People are motivated, but if
we created women leaders in the developing world, a lot of those problems
would start to be addressed from those
countries.”
She says her passion for the nonprofit
is growing alongside the organization.
“At every stage, it gets more exciting
and interesting to me,” she says.
Murphy notes Bylenga has accomplished exactly what she set out to
achieve when she started She-Can some
eight years ago.
“She found her place,” Murphy says.
“She’s found her calling and she’s found
her voice.”
Reach Assistant Editor and Strawberry
reporter Emily Lavin at 415-944-3841.
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