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Trust, Truth, and Tough 
Choices: Ethics Every
Childcare Leader Must 
Navigate
Ethics in early childhood is about daily decisions that shape 
program culture, protect children, and build trust with families 
and staff. Today we'll explore real-world dilemmas, build decision- 
making confidence, and share tools for creating a culture of 
integrity.
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What's one word that describes how tough, ethical 
decisions make you feel?
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Jaime's Ethical Journey
The Challenge
Staff reports a well-liked teacher being emotionally 
harsh with a child

The Confusion

Initial reaction: doubt, defensiveness, rationalization

The Realization

Not just a work decision, but a values decision

The Conversation
Courage to look someone in the eyes and say, "This 
isn't okay"
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The 5 Pillars of Ethical Leadership in ECE
Upholding ethical principles is the foundation of effective leadership in Early Childhood 
Education. Here's how:

1
Trust & Integrity

Honesty and consistency, even when no one is watching

2
Fairness & Equity

Inclusive and just decisions, regardless of privilege

3
Confidentiality & Professionalism

Protecting sensitive information, speaking with purpose

4
Compliance & Accountability

Going beyond regulations to uphold values

5
Courage & Transparency

Bravery to do what's right, even when unpopular

4

Which of these pillars do you wish your team 
understood better? Why?
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Ethics in Action: From Theory to Real-World 
Dilemmas
Leadership in childcare isn't found in textbooks. It lives in those gray-area moments that keep you up at night.

Navigating Complexity
Ethics rarely presents in black and white. Most 
decisions live in messy gray zones.

Emotional Weight
Relationships and emotions complicate even the 
clearest ethical principles.

Reflection Time

The true test comes in quiet moments: "Did I do 
the right thing?"

Leading with Integrity

Beautiful, brutal, deeply human work that defines 
your leadership legacy.
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Scenario 1: Conflict Approaches to Guidance
The Dilemma

Parent upset about teacher's approach to discipline. 
Teacher believes she's guiding child according to 
cultural values. Both care deeply about the child.

Ethical Considerations

Honoring cultural identity 

Maintaining consistent environment 
Protecting emotional safety 
Respecting different perspectives
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Scenario 2: A Concerned 
Parent

The Situation
P a r e n t  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  

c h i l d  s a fe ty  a f t e r  h e a r in g  

a b o u t  a n o t h e r  c h i ld 's  

b e h a v io r .  Y ou k n o w  t h e  c h i ld  

h a s  t r a u m a  h is t o r y  a n d  

s u p p o r t  p la n .

The Ethical Crossroads
P r e s e r v in g  c o n f id e n t ia l i t y  

w h i l e  m a i n t a i n i n g  t r u s t  a n d  

e n s u r i n g  s a fe ty  f o r  a ll 

c h i ld re n .

The Pillars at Play
C o n f id e n t ia l i t y ,  T ru s t  &  In te g r i t y ,  C o u ra g e  &  T ra n s p a re n c y  a ll 

d e m a n d  b a la n c e  i n  y o u r  re s p o n s e .
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Scenario 3: The Tuition Waiver Request
Request Received

Parent asks for tuition exception 
due to job loss

Values Tension

Compassion vs. consistency, heart 
vs. handbook

Ethical Decision

Finding balance between 
empathy and financial 
responsibility
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Scenario 4: Regulatory Gray 
Area

The Incident

Unqualified assistant briefly left alone with children - a 
reportable licensing violation.

The Dilemma
Report immediately or handle internally? Follow rules or 
avoid potential consequences?

The Ethical Core
Compliance & Accountability means following rules 
even when uncomfortable.
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Creating A Strong Ethical Culture
Prioritize a cu l tu re  of e th ics w i th  these key elements:

Clear Documentation
Create eth ica l frameworks th a t  gu ide  to u g h  calls wh i le  preserving 
h u m a n i ty  in  decisions.

Collaborative Leadership
Involve your leadership te a m  in  com p lex  eth ica l d i lem m as  for diverse 
perspectives.

Flexible Policies
Design guidel ines w i th  ro o m  for grace w i th o u t  sacrific ing consistency 
or fairness.

4
Process Over Outcome
Focus o n  h o w  decisions are made: w i th  clarity, care, and  c o m m i t m e n t  

to  values.
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Decision-Making Tools
Four-Component 
Model

Sensitivity, Judgment, 
Motivation, Action - best 
for personal reflection 
and courage.

Kidder's Model

Right vs. right dilemmas
- best for competing 
values and complex 
situations.
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When I Use the Four-Component Model
Sometimes we need to work from the inside out.

Moral Sensitivity

Am I recognizing this situation as an ethical issue 
requiring attention?

Judgment

Can I honestly assess what's right, even when 
uncomfortable?

Motivation

Will I prioritize integrity over convenience?

Action
Do I have the courage to follow through, even 
facing confrontation?

Ideal for challenges requiring personal reflection, integrity, and courage to do the hard but right thing.
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When I Use Kidder's Model
Because sometimes it's not about what's right vs. wrong4but what's 
right vs. right.

Competing Values

Perfect for 
dilemmas where 
everyone's 
intentions are good, 
but perspectives 
don't align.

i.e., when two staff 
members have 
clashing cultural 
views on guidance 
approaches.

Three Ethical 
Lenses

Ends-based: 
Creates most good 
for most people?

Rule-based: Would 
it feel ethical if 
every program did 
this?

Care-based: What 
would I want for my 
child or family?

Best Applications

Ideal when values 
in tension involve 
relationships, 
inclusion, or equity.

When leadership 
requires holding 
space for 
complexity with 
clarity and 
compassion.
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Building an Ethics Culture: From Policy to Practice
Ethics isn't a one-time training. It's a muscle we strengthen through regular practice.

Model the Hard Conversations
Your team isn't learning ethics from a binder 

on the shelf. They are learning by watching you. 
Try using a phrase like, "This is a hard 

conversation, but it matters, so I am going to

lead with care and clarity."

Create A Feedback Culture

Ethics isn't a one-time training. It's a muscle. 
And if you don't use it, you lose it. Hold an 
Ethics Exploration each month with real 
scenarios. You will build ethical awareness, 
judgement, and trust.

Make Ethics Part of Hiring, Onboarding,
Coaching, and Check-ins

If your values live only in the employee 
handbook, they're not values. They're 

wallpaper. Infuse your ethical expectations into 
every part of the employee lifecycle.
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Ethical Decision-Making Action Plan

Identify the Dilemma
Connect to  Trust & In tegri ty  pillar

Apply Framework
Connect to  Fairness & Equity pillar

Consider Consequences
Connect to  Compliance & Accountabil ity

Choose & Communicate
Connect to  Courage & Transparency

Reflect & Strengthen Future Practice

Turn to u g h  m o m e n ts  in to  p rog ram  s treng then ing  opportun i t ies  th ro u g h  systematic reflection and  im provem ent
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Courage, Not Perfection
Lead with Heart

Ethical leadership combines compassion with clarity.

Stand for Integrity

Choose what's right, even when it's difficult.

Be Kind to Yourself

Ethics isn't about perfection4it's about being brave.
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Complete this sentence: One thing I will do 
differently after today is&
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