
“I have seen the benefits of the Evans 
Scholars Foundation. I love what they do 
and the opportunities they provide.”
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Mike Magluilo (Ill. ’93) and his wife, Noelle, at The Noble Path School they helped open in Cambodia. Above: Scarves sold to 
help raise funds to build the school; children enjoying a computer; and Magluilo speaking at the school’s opening ceremony.
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When Mike Magluilo (Ill. ’93) was in eighth grade, he nearly died. 

His appendix had ruptured, and he spent a month in the hospital as tearful family and friends stood by his 
bedside each day. He was so sick that when it came time for surgery, his pastor read him his last rites.

During that stay, he befriended a boy about his age, who had Down syndrome. The boy would stop by his room each 
day and ask, “Mike, you doin’ OK?” Magluilo was struck by his compassion.

Magluilo eventually recovered, but the hospital experience had transformed him. Since then, he has dedicated 
his life to spreading that same kind of compassion shown to him — not just by his friend, but by all the doctors 
and nurses who helped him recover — through volunteering as a student and starting his own business tutoring 
disadvantaged children. His main project, however, has taken place halfway around the world, where he and his 
wife, Noelle, have created a non-profit to bring education to rural cambodia.

He has found that being compassionate with others results in kindness in return. This past summer, the couple faced 
every parent’s worst nightmare when their only child, a four-month-old son, tragically died from SIDS. The kindness 
of strangers helped him and his wife deal with their loss and renewed their commitment to helping others.
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Even as a child, Magluilo was concerned about others.

One of his mom’s favorite stories of her son is on his first day 
of kindergarten, when he noticed a boy on the sidewalk crying 
as his mom drove away. Magluilo approached and offered him 
a grape. The boy, who would turn out to be one of his closest 
friends, followed him into school. 

There were plenty of times, though, when Magluilo was the one 
in need of help. Growing up in La Grange, Ill., money was tight. 
He was the last kid in school to get a vcR or cable Tv. As a teen, 
he had the oldest car, and it never worked right. Every time he 
asked for something, he heard “no,” or “you can save for it.”

“Since I was 5, every gift was put into savings for college,” 

Magluilo said. “It was frustrating, but it taught me good lessons 
in frugality and work ethic.”

He perfected that work ethic at La Grange country club, where 
he began caddying at 12 years old. He worked his way from a 
“sub-B caddie” — having to choose between lunch and a tip — 
to an always in-demand “honor” caddie.

Whether he was waiting for a loop or carrying a bag, Magluilo 
found himself surrounded by hard-working professionals — and 
mentors. These people, he says, taught him about the kind of 
person he could someday be. 

They helped him 
apply for the Evans 
Scholarship. The 
day he received the  
acceptance envelope 
was a defining moment 
in his life, one that 
showed “hard work can 
really pay off and lead 
to a good break,” he 
says. “I hadn’t had many 
of those.”

As an Evans Scholar at 
the University of Illinois, 

Magluilo thrived. He was elected president of both his chapter 
and the Evans Scholars National committee, composed of the 
top leaders across all 14 chapters. In 1992, he was named the 
national Evans Scholars Leader of the Year, with WGA leaders 
describing him as “having established one of the finest records of 
leadership in the history of the Program.”

After graduation, he became a successful investment banker, 
traveling from chicago to Denver and London. Then, one vacation 
changed everything. 

Magluilo and his wife, Noelle, traveled to cambodia in December 
2008, where they discovered a world nothing like their own 
— fraught with poverty, devastated by genocide, starved of 
education. And yet somehow, full of hope. “We were touched 
by the people there, inspired by how hard they worked and how 
optimistic they were about the future,” Magluilo said.

When they returned, they decided to turn that hope into reality. 

Immediately, their thoughts went to education. “My experience 
as an Evans Scholar was a big part of that,” he said. “Someone 
gave me an opportunity for education that I wouldn’t have had 
otherwise.”

The couple began their own project, classrooms for cambodia 
(www.classroomsforcambodia.com), aiming to build a middle 
school in Ra, a rural village 70 km west of Phnom Penh. To do 
this, they needed to raise $19,000. “We were doing it just as 
the economy was tanking,” Noelle recalls. “In the early couple 
months, we thought we might not reach the goal.”

So they got creative. Noelle sold scarves and bags made by 
cambodian amputees; small fund-raisers were held to raise 
money, like Magluilo’s friends sponsoring him to grow a 
mustache. They reached out through social media. Eventually, 
they hit a tipping point.

After nine months, they had raised $30,000, and less than a year 
after the project began, The Noble Path School opened. It was 
the first middle school in the rural village since the 1970s.

That December, the couple visited the school for the first time. 
They were greeted by 150 people, many of whom had never seen 
Americans. “They treated us like celebrities,” Magluilo said. “It 
was very humbling. The adults in the crowd grew up without a 
chance for an education. And these kids choose to be there. It’s a 
chance to get out of the path of poverty.”
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“It was inspiring to see how 

grateful these kids were for 

the gift of education. It’s like 

getting your acceptance letter 

as an Evans Scholar. They were 

given a chance and had no idea 

what awaited them.”
-Mike Magluilo



by the numbers
27% of Cambodians attend 
secondary school

Cambodia is one of the poorest countries in asia, with 
a third of the population living on less than $1 per day

The ratio of boys to girls attending 
secondary school in Cambodia is 3:1

After handing out school supplies, the couple played jump rope 
and practiced English with the students. “It was so fun to see 
these kids having a ball with the simplest activities,” Magluilo 
said. “When we gave out school materials, they protected (their 
pencils) from the moment they got them.”

Many students had never seen a computer. Now there are three 
at the school. “It’s the first time I heard the word ‘Internet’ from a 
student,” said Peng Ty, an employee of American Assistance for 
cambodia, classrooms for cambodia’s partner charity.

“It was inspiring to see how grateful these kids were for the gift 
of education,” Magluilo said. “It’s like getting your acceptance 
letter as an Evans Scholar. They were given a chance and had no 
idea what awaited them.”

Now settled in colorado, Magluilo continues to pursue his 
passion for empowering youth through education. Upon returning 
to Denver in 2009, he started a tutoring business. About 20 
percent of the students are low-income, at-risk kids. By early 
2011, the business was profitable and serving 200 students. 
Magluilo sold his company in August 2011 to a colleague and  
now is exploring his next options professionally. 

Earlier this year, tragedy put the couple in need of compassion 
themselves. On June 7, they lost their only child, son Sam, to 
sudden infant death syndrome, at four months old. 

“It’s unexplainable,” Noelle said. “You feel like you’ve been given 

the best gift on earth, and it was just taken away. The most difficult 
thing we’ve ever had to do was just survive.”

The support of friends, family and even strangers, has been 
invaluable. “It has been hugely powerful in giving us strength,” 
Magluilo says. He recalls asking the doctor at the hospital, “Where 
do we go from here? Do we just get in our car, drive home and have 
dinner?”  

“That’s exactly what you do,” the doctor said. “And you probably 
spend the night crying. But you’ve got to leave here and take the 
first step forward.”

The couple decided the only way they could deal with their son’s 
death was to confront the pain head on. “We have no intention 
of hiding from this tragedy,” he says. “We talk about Sam all the 
time. Facing the reality of his loss makes us cry every day, but we’ll 
be stronger in the long run by looking it in the eye as opposed to 
distancing ourselves or otherwise suppressing the pain.” 

Now, they are working to keep Sam’s memory alive. Among other 
fund-raisers, they established scholarships for two students in 
cambodia to attend high school. They are named the “Baby Sam 
Scholarships.” 

“(Sam’s) death underscores how important it is to us to make the 
rest of our lives fulfilling,” Magluilo said. “We’ve got a good start 
on that.”

More than 200 cambodian children are 
getting a secondary education each year, 
thanks to classrooms for cambodia

From left: Cambodian children jump rope at the 
opening of The Noble Path School; Magluilo 
hands out school supplies to new students; 
Magluilo finishes a bike race in France to 
raise money for Classrooms for Cambodia; 
Noelle with Cambodian artisans who make silk 
scarves (pictured throughout), another project 
fund-raiser; Sam, the couple’s child, who is now 
honored through scholarships in his name. 

Want to help? visit classroomsforcambodia.com
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