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Northbrook native Mac Philips (top) sits in
a circle with impoverished kids in
Guatemala who signed up with the Safe
Passage education program.
photo:PHOTO submitted.

Northbrook native Mac Philips (left)
teaches a boy in Guatemala City who is
enrolled in the Safe Passages program.
photo:PHOTO submitted.
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Northbrook native volunteers with Guatemalan children
Bringing education to kids abroad via Safe Passage

by Danielle Perlin, Staff Writer

January 09, 2014

After graduating from Carroll University in Wisconsin, Northbrook native Mac
Philips came back home to work a steady job at the Northbrook Park District.
But all along, he felt his an inner calling not to work for a company but rather to
volunteer his time and skills abroad. 

Philips soon came across an organization called Safe Passage that intrigued
him, and after undergoing a vigorous application process, he became a
volunteer. 

Safe Passage began in 1999 by American Hanley Denning and is a "nonprofit
organization working in Guatemala City to bring hope, education and
opportunity to the children and families living in extreme poverty around the
city's garbage dump," according to its website, www.safepassage.org. 

About 30,000 kids live in this garbage-dump community, where one-third of
Guatemala's garbage is dumped annually. Impoverished families once lived in
the garbage dump to pick, buy and sell. But in 2005, there was a fire. Today,
families live outside the garbage dump, and children help families earn an
income rather than study. 

Safe Passage, or Camino Seguro in Spanish, is not a school, but an
educational reinforcement center, says the website. The public school day in
Guatemala is a half day. While the older kids attend Safe Passage, the younger
attend school, and then they switch. While at Safe Passage, kids brush their
teeth, study for exams and do homework. In order to attend, a family must have
at least one parent who works in the dump, and the family must live outside the
dump. The program serves around 600 children ages 2 to 21 years old. 

Philips started volunteering as a classroom assistant in 2010, where he
helped kids as well as his classroom's teacher with activities. However, Philips
found he "didn't have the quality time to work with the students" that he wanted. 

"I didn't feel like there was a way for the kids to receive one-on-one help," Philips said. "I learned how to read from my mom
and dad. I learned how to multiply from my mom and dad. School is, obviously, a huge aspect, but coming home and
having Mom and Dad there and being supportive … [that's] something these kids didn't have."

Philips noted that the average parent of his students has a third-grade education. Five of the 25 first-graders in his
classroom did not pass the first grade his first year volunteering because they could not read, and some could not even
recognize all the letters of the alphabet. 

To help matters, Philips proposed a tutoring program that was accepted. In the beginning, Safe Passage provided him
with the space and freedom to implement the program but no funds.

"In 2011, I started tutoring about 15-20 kids, all one-on-one, with zero teaching experience … reading books with them,
teaching them sounds of the letters, syllables, working with first-graders through about seventh- or eighth-graders," Philips
said. "Tutoring is one-on-one [help] for 40 minutes twice a week [with the same tutor]."

The program was a success, and Philips was given three housing allowances in 2012 — one for himself and two for two
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more volunteers. In 2013, Philips led three full-time volunteer tutors.

Philips said his program "opened the door for a lot more Guatemalan volunteers." In 2012, there were about three or four
part-time Guatemalan volunteers; in 2013, there were 13 part-time Guatemalan volunteers. The preschool also has one
full-time tutor and one part-time tutor.

"I didn't realize what I opened. … I proposed [the program] as me and two other people," Philips said. "I didn't imagine we
would have part-time tutors as well … new things have just kept coming up."

Along with a tutoring program, Philips began a mentoring program and a Saturday club so the children have access to
books in the library on Saturdays. 

With all of the new programming, Philips' goal for 2014 is to stabilize and thoroughly focus on improving the quality of the
programs. About 14 kids graduated high school this year, and 27 kids are expected to graduate high school next year. 

Philips said he also wants to motive others to volunteer this year in any way they can.

"I would say what motivates me … I think our kids are the most resilient, strongest people I know," Philips said "They go
home [and] are neglected, abused, treated like crap in so many ways … they come in [to Safe Passage] with a smile every
day on their faces."


