
The practice of early childhood education does not 
follow a strict set of rules where knowledge is applied 
in the same way every day; unexpected and 
ambiguous situations can arise. Relationships with 
children, families and colleagues are complex and 
change over time. In relationship-based practice, 
understanding and responding to competing values 
and differing perspectives plays a large role in  
your daily work. 

The profession’s core set of ethical values of care, 
respect, trust and integrity help you navigate and 
manage complex relationships and issues. The Code 
and Standards is a reminder of your responsibilities 
to children, families, colleagues, the profession and 
the public. When issues arise, the Code and 
Standards is the first place you should look to ensure 
you act in the best interest of children and families.

As a Registered Early Childhood Educator (RECE), Practice Notes support your understanding and 
application of the Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice by examining a specific topic and providing 
practical guidance.

You can use this resource to: 

•	 Resolve ambiguous practice situations or ethical dilemmas 
•	 Examine past experiences to support future ethical decision-making
•	 Review and discuss the College’s case studies and scenarios that cover a range of practice settings

RECEs and employers may find it helpful to keep this resource easily accessible in the workplace. 

Ethical Decision-Making

Practice Note

Professional Ethics and Relationship-Based Practice 

http://www.college-ece.ca
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What is Ethical Decision-Making? 

Ethical decision-making is a process by which RECEs choose a course of action to address an ambiguous 
practice situation or resolve an ethical dilemma. The process is informed by professional ethics and an 
examination of beliefs, perceptions and biases. It also includes consideration of alternatives and potential 
consequences. 

Making ethical decisions is also an important part of what it means to be a professional who exercises good 
professional judgment. Following an ethical decision-making process enables you to:  

Helpful Resource!
It is recommended that you review the Practice 
Note: Professional Judgment for more information 
on the key areas that inform professional judgment 
and the factors that could influence your ethical 
decision-making. 

Reflect on your practice

Communicate the reasons for your course of action

Act in the best interest of children and families  

Recognize competing responsibilities and values 

https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Practice_Note_Professional_Judgement.pdf
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We recommend following these steps to ensure you make the best decisions when it comes to children  
and families in your practice:

1 Identify and focus on the facts  
of your situation 

•	 Avoid making assumptions about the  
	 motivations of others.

•	 Who, what, where, when and how did the  
	 situation arise? 

•	 Is there more information you need before  
	 proceeding? 

•	 Is this an isolated situation or a series  
	 of situations occurring over time? 

•	 Are there multiple issues present in your  
	 situation? 

•	 Are competing responsibilities or values  
	 central to your situation? 

2 Examine your values, beliefs, perceptions and biases

•	 Reflect on your professional ethics: How can you demonstrate care, respect, trust and  
	 integrity in this situation?

•	 Reflect on whether your professional values are aligned with your personal ones.

•	 Identify your beliefs, perceptions or biases that may be contributing to this situation,  
	 including whether you are in a conflict of interest.  

•	 Acknowledge and challenge the beliefs, perceptions and biases that may influence your  
	 decision-making.

Recommended Steps
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4 Generate a list of options for a course of action and identify the potential 
consequences of each 

•	 Identify several courses of action you could take to address your situation. 
•	 Reflect on the values, perspectives or biases that shape each option.
•	 Consider the potential outcomes for each option:  

	 o	 Assess the risks and benefits to everyone involved. 
	 o	 Ensure consistency with the Code and Standards. 
	 o	 Evaluate whether the best interest of children and families is prioritized.

3 Consult the Code of Ethics  
and Standards of Practice,  
relevant legislation and your  
workplace policies 

•	 Review your ethical and professional  
	 standards and identify the standards that  
	 apply to your situation that could guide  
	 your decision-making. 

•	 Are there legal obligations, such as the  
	 duty to report, that provide direction on your 
	 course of action? 

•	 Are there relevant workplace policies that  
	 could support your decision-making? 

•	 Remember, if there is a conflict between  
	 the Code of Ethics and Standards of  
	 Practice and your work environment or  
	 workplace policies, you have an obligation  
	 to comply with the Code and Standards. 

5 Seek guidance and additional information from your employer, colleagues 
or mentor 

•	 Share your situation, reflections and ethical options with others who are not directly involved  
	 to assist with informing your decision. Remember to respect confidentiality.
•	 Reflect on their advice and guidance while also examining your own values and perspectives.

https://www.college-ece.ca/en/Documents/Code_and_Standards_2017.pdf
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7 Document your decision and  
the outcomes of the action

•	 Write down your decision-making process. 

•	 Take note of the people you consulted with. 

•	 Include the results of your actions.

•	 Remember to respect confidentiality.

8 Reflect and discuss

•	 Review your documentation: Consider how your values, perspectives or biases may have  
	 impacted your documentation of events. 

•	 Whatever the outcomes of your action, reflect upon them and evaluate and assess what you would 
	 do the next time you are faced with a similar situation.  

•	 Discuss next steps with your colleagues, employer or mentor, if required. 

6 Make your decision and act in the best interest of children and families 

•	 Consider all the information you have collected. Review your list of options and choose your 
	 course of action.
•	 Ensure you have support and resources in place before you proceed (e.g. notes to guide  
	 a conversation, relevant facts).  

•	 Be ready to communicate the reasons behind your decision and understand that not everyone 
	 will agree with you. 

•	 Act upon your decision with professionalism.



The College of Early Childhood Educators has developed this resource to support RECEs in leading 
planned, professional practice discussions using the College’s scenarios and case studies. Collaborative 
discussions, reflections and analysis of everyday practice situations are examples of professional learning 
activities that can support RECEs in reaching their Continuous Professional Learning (CPL) Portfolio goals. 

CPL Resource

The Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice says Registered Early Childhood 
Educators (RECEs) “understand the value of reflective practice and leadership 
development and how continuous professional learning supports their professional 
growth and contributes to improving the quality of early childhood education  
for children, families and communities” (Standard IV: B.3).

Leading Professional Practice Discussions

College of Early Childhood Educators 
438 University Avenue, Suite 1900 
Toronto ON  M5G 2K8

Telephone: 416 961-8558 
Toll-free: 1 888 961-8558 
Fax: 416 961-8772

Email: practice@college-ece.ca 
Website: college-ece.ca

Cette publication est également disponible en français sous le titre : Note de pratique – Guide sur la prise de décision éthique

If you require an accessible format and/or communication support, please contact the College at 1 888 961-8558 / communications@college-ece.ca.
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Practice 
Guideline

Registered Early Childhood Educators (RECEs) make the well-being, learning and care of 
children their foremost responsibility. They value the rights of children and create learning 
environments where all children can experience a sense of belonging and inclusion.

Ethic A, Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice, 2017

Inclusion of Children with Disabilities

May 2019

The Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice 
emphasizes that RECEs develop caring and 
responsive relationships with children and families. 
RECEs collaborate with colleagues and community 
members to co-create safe environments that 
promote a sense of belonging, well-being and 
inclusion. Inclusive environments value and support 
children’s varied interests and capabilities. These  
are places where children and their families can fully 
participate in ways that are meaningful for them 
(Standard III).

This practice guideline:

• Describes inclusion, special needs and disability. 

• Provides practical approaches to support children
 with disabilities and their families. 

• Highlights the role of the child, family, community 
 and other professionals. 

• Outlines the physical, social and attitudinal 
 barriers and supports to inclusion.

•	 Offers	reflective	questions	and	scenarios	to	
 support practice and collaborative dialogue.

Supporting the Full Participation  
of Children with Disabilities

The social model of disability is used in this 
practice guideline when referring to children with 
disabilities. This model states that children with 
disabilities are disabled by barriers within society 
and therefore refers to children whose 
participation is impacted because of any physical, 
mental, cognitive, emotional or social barriers 
within the environment. See page 7: Medical and 
social models of disability.

The purpose of this practice guideline is to help 
RECEs understand and uphold their responsibilities 
with regard to the inclusion of children with disabilities 
and their families. The inclusion of children with 
disabilities is important, not just because it is a 
human	right	and	required	by	certain	legislation,	but	
because	everyone	benefits	from	engaging	in	a	
welcoming society where all members are supported 
to participate fully. RECEs advocate for inclusion 
because it is an ethical and professional responsibility. 
Inclusive policies and practices support children, 
families, colleagues, the profession and society as  
a whole. 

Additional Resources 

For further opportunities to reflect on your practice and help you make ethical decisions, review and discuss 
the Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice along with the following College resources: 

Practice Guideline: Professionalism

Practice Guideline: Dual Relationships

Practice Guideline: Inclusion of 
Children with Disabilities 

CPL Resource: Reflective Practice 
and Self-Directed Learning

CPL Resource: Leading Professional 
Practice Discussions

Practice Note: Professional 
Judgment
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The College of Early Childhood Educators has developed this resource to support registered early  
childhood educators (RECEs) understand two important aspects of professional practice—reflective  
practice and self-directed learning. Reflective practice and self-directed learning are fundamental to  
the CPL program. Consider using this resource as you complete your CPL Portfolio process and engage  
in professional learning activities throughout your career.   

CPL Resource

The Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice says that early childhood educators  
“understand the value of reflective practice and leadership development and how  
continuous professional learning supports their professional growth and contributes  
to improving the quality of early childhood education for children, families and  
communities” (Standard IV: B.3). 

Reflective Practice and Self-Directed Learning

• Make difficult decisions.

• Provide ethical and appropriate advice on complex issues.

• Engage in clear communication with others about practice and decision-making processes.

• Take responsibility and be accountable for their practice decisions, actions and interactions
with others.

• Support children and families and maintain caring and responsive relationships.

Practice Notes provide a brief overview of important topics directly related  
to the practice of early childhood education and offer supporting information to 
enhance Registered Early Childhood Educators’ (RECEs) understanding of them. 

The Importance of Using Professional Judgment 
Using good professional judgment is an important part of an RECE’s daily practice and one of the ways 
that professionalism is demonstrated and maintained. 

The practice of early childhood education will not follow a strict set of rules where knowledge is applied 
in the same way every day. RECEs, in a range of roles and working environments, must routinely 
navigate and manage complex, unpredictable and ambiguous practice situations. When there are no 
clear rules for a course of action, RECEs use their professional judgment to: 

Professional Judgment 

Practice Note

	For other useful resources go to #StandardsMatter.
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