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 Every day when she came home from work, the front porch 

would be crowded with her students. 

 Her colleagues thought she was crazy, but she loved being 

close with her students, as well as their families. 

 Cecilia Rawlins, former principal of Wiley International 

Studies Magnet Elementary School in Raleigh, always made sure 

her students knew she was a human being, just like everyone 

else. 

 Creating a welcoming place for students from all 

backgrounds, whether they came from non-English speaking 

families or same-sex households, was Cecilia’s biggest priority. 

She recalled a group of transfer students coming to Wiley and 

the efforts the school made to help them transition. 

 “We did a lot of things to make them feel welcome,” Cecilia 

said, “we had meetings for their families, so they could learn 

more about our school, I wanted those families to know that when 

their children came, we were welcoming them with open arms, that 

was very, very important to me.” 

 Cecilia loved being a principal, but she did not start out 

her career in education with that job in mind. She started out 

as a guidance counselor, social worker, and assistant principal 

for another elementary school in Wake County. 
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 The principal of the school she worked at suggested that 

she go into administration, Cecilia said, but she was too 

intimidated, until she went to a committee meeting and realized 

all of the other principals were just like her. Attending that 

committee meeting convinced Cecilia to go back to school and get 

her administration certification. 

 The attitude that principals are just normal people was 

very important to Cecilia, and she did not want to set herself 

above anyone else. 

 “I realized that I could be friends with people and educate 

their children and that was OK,” Cecilia said. “I considered the 

people that I met at Wiley to be good people and good friends.” 

 Diversity in schools has been very important to Cecilia, 

but not to the members of the Wake County School Board. After 

her retirement, board members were trying to get rid of magnet 

schools, which were big for drawing in students from various 

ethnic and financial backgrounds. 

 “I am so glad not to be a part of that anymore,” said 

Cecilia, “because I would have probably gotten my hand slapped, 

or fired, or worse, because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut, you 

know the Tea Party people really messed up the school system.” 

 While in Japan, after her retirement, Cecilia remembered 

hearing about Wake County schools on television. 



MCOM 201-002     April 26, 2015      News 6

 “I turned on the TV,” Cecilia said, “and Wake County School 

Systems was being ridiculed on the Stephen Colbert show and I 

thought,‘that is so sad, one way to get known internationally 

and that’s not the right way.’” 

 Although Wake County had troubles with the school board, 

Cecilia said Wiley is in such a diverse area in Raleigh anyway, 

that it would have been fine.  

Wiley’s diversity was why she loved working there, she 

said, and it saved her life. She was going to be reassigned 

after her first job as principal and she was not sure where she 

would end up. 

“They were preparing to send me to another school,” Cecilia 

said, “but thank goodness they sent me to Wiley. I felt so 

comfortable there, that was the best place I had ever worked.” 

Cecilia said that she always tried to be as welcoming as 

she could, and she made sure her students and their families 

were comfortable with her. That was part of the reason she 

decided to move to a neighborhood in which a large number of her 

students lived. 

“When I would come home,” Cecilia said, “all of the kids 

from the neighborhood would be sitting on my porch because that 

was such a big deal, you know, to go sit on the principal’s 

porch, and then they got really used to me and it was like, ‘oh, 
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she’s no big deal,’ so I think it was good for people to know me 

as just another person.” 

Sending out the attitude that she was just like everybody 

else was important for Cecilia. She wanted to make sure the 

families of her students knew they could talk to her.  

Cecilia went from teaching in an oasis of diversity to 

living in Hot Springs. She said that she now finds herself in a 

lot of all-white situations where open-mindedness is a little 

more hard to come by. 

The problem, she said, is not so much a lack of diversity, 

but a lack of diverse thinking, which sometimes makes things 

difficult as an African American woman living in western North 

Carolina. 

“I think it’s sad that diversity has become such a bad word 

in this day and age,” Cecilia said, “and it’s really important 

that all children, all families, are a part of the schools they 

are in, and that it’s not just for any one particular group, but 

everybody should be a part of the whole system, and that’s 

really important to me.” 
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Sidebar 

 After retiring from Wiley, Cecilia got bored and moved to 

Japan for two years. 

 She was working for a nonprofit group called Communities in 

Schools, Cecilia said, but it was not the same as being a 

principal, so she resigned. 

 A friend of hers she met during her time volunteering told 

her about an opportunity to work as the elementary principal of 

a K-12 English school in Osaka, Japan. 

 “That was different for me,” Cecilia said, “being in a 

school with middle and high school students, not to mention the 

fact that it was so different culturally.” 

The job was hard, but living in another country had always 

been on her bucket list. Although she was away from her friends 

and family while she was gone, she does not regret going. She 

made a lot of great friends that she is sad she will never see 

again.  

She enjoyed the challenge of living in a completely 

different place and she had a fun time living in a big city for 

a change. 

“I love the Japanese culture,” Cecilia said. “I loved 

traveling there and in nearby countries, and enjoying all the 

food.” 
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