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"Transparency builds trust, even when the truth is 
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The Sunday Night Email 
I received an email late one Sunday night. It was short, almost abrupt: 
“We’ve just learned our funding will be reduced mid-year. More details to   
 follow.” 
 
By Monday morning, the principal of a mid-sized urban school I was 
working with had a full day of meetings, dozens of unanswered questions 
from her staff, and a knot in her stomach. She knew the funding cut 
would mean more than just trimming a budget line; it would touch 
classrooms, staff workloads, and perhaps most painfully, the morale of a 
team that had already weathered years of change. 

 
She had two choices. She could quietly go into survival mode, focusing solely on logistics and compliance. Or she could 
step forward with what I call courageous integrity, choosing transparency, compassion, and action in the face of 
discomfort. 
 
 

What Courageous Integrity Means 
In education, uncertainty isn’t an occasional guest, it’s a frequent, sometimes disruptive, visitor. Policy changes, staffing 
shortages, oversized classrooms, shifting funding priorities, and community pressures can derail even the best-laid plans. 
 
Courageous integrity is the difference between managing through a crisis and leading through one. It’s about naming and 
addressing the realities others would rather ignore, especially the undercurrents that shape trust, morale, and ultimately, 
student achievement. 
 
 

The Invisible Undercurrents 
Undercurrents refer to an unspoken feeling or influence, especially one that is contrary to the prevailing atmosphere and 
is not openly expressed. 
 
Before those undercurrents become visible, they are there as subtle tensions, unspoken frustrations, uneven expectations, 
and even quiet disengagement. These patterns are usually hidden beneath daily routines, masked by professionalism or 
a sense of urgency, yet they silently shape how teams relate, how decisions are received, and how much emotional 
energy is available for students. Recognizing these invisible forces early allows leaders to respond with empathy and 
purpose before the effects ripple through the entire system. 
 

  



 

 

 
Results of the Undercurrents may look like: 
 

− A high-performing teacher suddenly disengages 
 

− Staff quietly shouldering inequitable workloads 
 

− Frustration building over policies that feel out of touch with classroom realities 
 

− School leaders and teachers operating in silos, with limited trust or shared purpose  
 

− Educators feeling alone in their efforts, as partnerships with parents give way to distance and misunderstanding 
 
These things may be invisible to the public eye, but left unaddressed, they can erode the most valuable resource any 
school has: its human capital, the expertise, creativity, and emotional investment of its people. 
 
 
Four Ways Leaders Can Spot the Undercurrents Early 
Ask Directly – Schedule intentional conversations with staff to learn what they are feeling and why. Do not assume.  
 
See the Story in the Data – Analyze trends in turnover, absenteeism, and performance dips. 
 
Audit Equity – Check for fairness in workload, opportunities, and recognition. 
 
Acknowledge the External – Recognize how community tensions, political pressure, and policy changes affect climate. 
 
 
Why Human Capital Is a Non-Negotiable 
It’s no secret that when educators feel seen, valued, and supported, they are more capable of sustaining quality 
instruction and nurturing students, even in challenging environments. 
 
This requires leaders to look beyond operational and key performance metrics to address: 
 

− Emotional well-being 
 

− Equitable professional development opportunities 
 

− Meaningful recognition of contributions 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Acting with Courageous Integrity 
Once you’ve identified the undercurrents, courageous integrity demands you act in ways that stretch your comfort zone. 
This may mean: 
 
Advocating for Policy Shifts 
Reallocating resources to address inequities. I worked with one leader who conducted a Stop/Start/Sustain sprint to free 
up ten percent of her staff’s time from low-yield tasks by reinvesting it in planning time with students. 
 

− Inquire about your staff’s interests outside of work and support them in integrating those into their pedagogy. 
− Publicly stand with staff under political or community pressure. For example, leaders can issue a values-forward 

statement that says what you will protect and why. 
− Partner with Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) to provide holistic services like mental health counseling, 

after-school programs, mentoring, family engagement, and other areas where schools alone may not have the 
capacity. 

 
  



 

 

 
Leaders who embody courageous integrity understand it’s a learned trait, not an innate one. You build it the way you 
build any leadership muscle…through deliberate practice, even in micro-transparency; structured feedback loops; and 
consistent, effective routines. 
 
Transparency Builds Trust 
The leaders I work with who act with courageous integrity share the why behind their decisions, what’s known and 
unknown. They establish predictable update cadences and deliver “truth bombs” early, with a plan in place for how they 
will mitigate the impact as a leadership team and a schoolwide team. 
 
Staff Well-Being Impacts Student Success 
Protect time and psychological safety so adults can do high-quality work. This means rebalancing duty loads, keeping 
planning blocks sacred, and normalizing pulse checks to detect overload before it hits classrooms. Key indicators to 
watch include protected planning minutes per week, absenteeism trends, substitute fill rates, behavioral incidents, and 
retention rates of high-impact teachers. 
 
Silence Erodes Credibility. 
As a leader, if you don’t fill in the blanks, the people will. Rumors fill the vacuum. Acknowledge issues within 24-48 
hours by naming the constraints and sharing the decision-making process and timeline. Don’t focus on being right, focus 
on doing right. 
 
 

Self-Check: Are You Leading with Courageous Integrity? 
 
Ask yourself: 
 
− Have I addressed unspoken concerns in the last 30 days? 

 
− What barriers can I remove so my team can focus on teaching? 

 
− Do I choose the right path over the easy one? 

 
− How am I creating growth opportunities despite constraints? 

 
− How do my actions demonstrate to my staff they’re valued partners? 

 
 
Try it: 
 
Choose one activity (e.g. bell schedule, arrival/dismissal flow, duty roster, etc.) and work through the five questions 
above using this sample template and a Likert scale of 1 (needs to be developed) to 5 (showing excellence by example): 
 
 
Question Rating 

1-5 
Evidence to support 
rating (see/hear) 

Root Cause Next Steps By When Owner 

Unspoken 
concerns 
addressed? 
 
 

      

Barriers 
removed so 
teaching can 
happen? 
 
 

      

Choosing right 
path over easy 
one? 
 
 

      

Growth 
opportunities 
created despite 
constraints? 
 
 

      

Actions that 
show staff are 
valued partners? 
 
 

      

 
 

Courageous integrity remains one of my core values because it’s a habit built through small, consistent actions. By 
choosing one activity and walking it through these five questions, you turn unspoken concerns into concrete actions, 
protect instructional time, and signal that people matter more than optics. Continue this cycle with other areas you want 
to measure. Over time, these brief cycles compound into a culture where clarity, fairness, and follow-through become the 
norm for staff and students. 
 



 

 

 
The Call to Leadership 
The principal from that Sunday-night email chose courageous integrity. She  
gathered her team, shared what she knew, acknowledged the uncertainty,  
and invited their ideas. She didn’t have all the answers, but she had  
something more powerful: trust. 
 
Uncertainty is inevitable. How you lead through it is not. These skills: 
naming undercurrents, communicating with candor, and investing  
in people, are critical when resources are shrinking and public 
education is under political attack. Practiced consistently,  
they protect classrooms, preserve dignity, and keep adults  
focused on what matters most.  
 
I hold a stubborn hope that once we course-correct past the disruption and dismantling, schools will emerge more humane 
and effective. Funding aligned with teacher and student development needs policies grounded in humanity and classroom 
reality, where educators are respected as experts while feeling safe, seen, and inspired. That future is a product of today’s 
choices.  
 
Suppose you’re ready to uncover and address the undercurrents in your own school or district. In that case, my Mindsets & 
Undercurrents leadership workshop and coaching series provide the tools you need to strengthen trust, increase engagement 
and morale, and align your team’s energy with your mission. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Karen Baptiste (aka Dr.K), is an educator, filmmaker, journalist, and 
advocate deeply committed to juvenile justice reform, leadership 
development, igniting women’s leadership, and restoring humanity. She is 
the founder of Pioneering Possibilities & Company, supporting leaders in 
unlocking the human potential within their organizations and activating 
possibilities. Dr. K grew up in The Bronx, where she developed a lifelong 
passion for investigative journalism. She went on to study Journalism at 
Morrisville State University in New York and later pursued a career in 
teaching. Her personal experiences, combined with her work in education, 
inspired her to direct and produce her Emmy® Award-winning documentary, 
Preschool to Prison, now streaming on Amazon Prime.   

 
 

 

 
Legacy is the official journal of The Worthy Educator, elevating the good work being done 
by leaders in education who are working to change the narrative on the profession and 
actively plan for impact that transforms its future to serve the needs of a diverse, 
decentralized, global society that is inclusive, equitable and open to all people as next 
generations adapt, evolve and contribute by solving problems and creating solutions that 
meet the needs of a world we have yet to envision. 
 

Submissions are accepted on a rolling basis from educators who are implementing new 
and innovative approaches in the classroom and at the building and district levels. 
Information on specifications and instructions to submit can be found online at 
theworhtyeducator.com/journal.  
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