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EC Workforce: Critical Ingredient of High-Quality Programs

A workforce that is knowledgeable, 
skilled and consistent—and reflective of 
the diversity of the children they 
serve—is the most important predictor 
of high-quality early learning 
environments that lay the foundation 
for success in school and beyond.
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Registered 
Apprenticeship

Registered Apprenticeship is 
an industry-driven, high-
quality career pathway where 
employers can develop and 
prepare their future 
workforce, and individuals 
can obtain paid work 
experience, classroom 
instruction, and a portable, 
nationally-recognized 
credential. 



Industry Recognized Credentials, Degrees, and Licenses 

Apprentices obtain Gateways to Opportunity Credentials, degrees and Professional Educator 
Licenses (PEL) 

Classroom-based Instruction

Participating Gateways entitled 2- and 4-year 
institutions provide instruction leading to degrees and 

credentials funded through existing scholarship 
programs.

Employer Involvement 

Employer signs on to Apprenticeship Agreement, 
identifies site based mentors, promotes workplace 

conditions that support professional learning.

Structured On-the-Job Learning

Designed by participating IHEs, supervised by mentors 
trained and supported by sponsor.

Financial Rewards for Credentials and Degrees

Beneficiary agreement between employer and IDHS 
detailing funding for wage increases based on Gateways 

Credentials and Degrees. (Smart Start)

5 components of Registered Apprenticeship



Illinois Smart Start 
Early Childhood Apprenticeship Pilot

Joanna Skourletos Postdoctoral Research Associate, University of IL Chicago

Karen Yarbrough Director of Policy and Strategy for ECE, University of IL Chicago



Equity Statement
Our approach to innovative reforms for early childhood systems build on the equity principles developed for UIC’s 
Alternative Licensure Program: 

• Acknowledge that our childcare workforce crisis is rooted in historic racism and sexism, our workforce has had 
limited access and opportunity to advance their education, and as frontline workers have borne the burden of a 
broken early childhood system; 

• Invert the deficit models of professional development and instead focus on strengths and assets, particularly 
the community cultural wealth of our incumbent workforce;

• Provide intensive support at the place of employment with careful consideration of the workplace conditions 
that support the professional development of the workforce; and

• Ensure developmental and longitudinal evaluation efforts include surveys, focus groups and individual 
interviews to elevate the voices, expertise, and needs of the early childhood workforce.

Illinois State Board of Education (Equity Standards) - https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Culturally-Responsive-Teaching-Leading-Standards.aspx

Illinois Early Learning Council - https://oecd.illinois.gov/early-childhood-racial-
equity.html#:~:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20Council's,the%20development%20of%20young%20children.
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Logic Model
Early childhood workforce crisis - not enough qualified individuals to 
staff early childhood programs with enough spaces to support all 
children and families who need services so that they can work. 
Specific workforce issues: low status, inadequate compensation, poor 
working conditions, high turnover, barriers to attend and persist in 
higher ed.

Pilot EC Apprenticeship to test viability, strengths, and challenges of 
using a federally registered apprenticeship model to address early 
childhood workforce challenges. Some key questions include:
➢ What is the added value of participation in federally registered 

apprenticeship?
➢ What is the impact of implementing a credential-based salary 

scale? Are changes needed to the salary scale?
➢ What are the characteristics of successful apprentice employer 

partner programs? (What types of programs does this model 
work for?)

Central Challenge: 

Program Goal: 



Logic Model
Program Objectives Inputs Activities 

1. Support incumbent workforce members to 
obtain degrees and Gateways Early 
Childhood Credentials (levels 2, 4 (AA), and 5 
(BA)). 

• Gateways to 
Opportunity Early 
Childhood Credentials 

• Federally registered 
apprenticeship standards 

• Scholarship opportunities 
(Gateways, CELWS, 
ECACE, MTI, etc.) 

• Higher Education 
Navigators at CCR&Rs 

• ECACE legislation 

• Smart Start, E/HS, ECBG 
funding 

• Expertise in supporting EC 
workforce to attain 
credentials/degree 

 

1. Recruit and support apprentices; connect to IHEs 
& scholarship opportunities; register and track 
progress of apprentices; provide well-trained site-
based mentors 
 

2. Provide funding and support for early 
childhood programs to implement an 
organization-wide salary scale tied to 
position AND degree/credential and to 
implement work place conditions that 
support ongoing professional learning. 

 

2. Implement program contracts and employer 
agreements to outline; hold Program Leader CoP; 
implement mentor course and onging CoP; 
facilitate connections with local workforce boards 
to identify funding opportunities 

 

3. Support two- and four-year institutions of 
higher education in becoming related 
technical instruction providers for early 
chidlhood apprentices 

 

3. Orient and register IHEs as related technical 
instruction (RTI) providers; convene CoP; develop 
recommendations, materials processes 

4. Identify conditions and requirements for 
employers and IHEs to sucessfully host early 
childhood apprentices 

4. Work with DOL; evaluate and make 
recommendations; implement SEQUAL survey; 
review and analyze data 

 



Partners

Employers

Apprentices

Institutions of Higher Education

Mentors



Employer Partners
Roles and Responsibilities
• Sign Employer Agreement
• Identify and recruit apprentice(s) 

and mentor(s) to participate
• Implement a minimum salary 

scale 
• Support on the job learning
• Support apprentices to be 

successful in their higher 
education pursuits

Employer Funding Streams



Apprentices
Early childhood educators working at a 
partner employer who are interested in 
gaining a new degree, credential or license:
• Early Childhood Educator Gateways Level 

2 , 4, 5
Roles and Responsibilities:
• Enroll in an IHE based on desired goal
• Provide proof of enrollment 
• Participate in required coursework at IHE
• Engage in relationship-based with on-site 

mentor
• Participate in virtual meetups (2x per 

year)



Apprentices
Apprentices
2023= 10 Registered Apprentices
2024= 36 Registered Apprentices

• 100% Female
• Average= 29 years old
• Race

▪ 46% Black
▪ 43% White
▪ 5% Asian

• Ethnicity: 22% Hispanic/Latina

28
78%

5
14%

3
8%

Credentials Apprentices are Pursuing

ECE Level 2 ECE Level 4 ECE Level 5



Institutions of Higher Education
2- and 4-year institutions
• Blackhawk College
• City Colleges of Chicago
• Heartland College
• National Louis University
• Roosevelt University
• St. Augustine
• University of Illinois Chicago
• Western Illinois University 

Roles and Responsibilities
• Assist apprentices in accessing existing scholarship opportunities
• Administer Credential and Degree coursework 
• Provide academic advising, tutoring as necessary
• Participate in monthly Community of Practice



Mentors
Mentor Eligibility (any of the following):
• Level 5 Gateways to Opportunity ECE Credential
• Professional Educators License (PEL) with an ECE 

endorsement
• Gateways to Opportunity Directors Credential

Roles and Responsibilities:
• Participate in a credit-bearing course to develop 

competencies for mentoring ECE teachers
• Provide reflective supervision to apprentice(s)
• Stay aware of apprentices’ courses of study to 

provide support, resources, and connections to 
class content

Mentor Demographics:
• 22 new and ongoing mentors
• 81% Female
• 43% White, 38% Black, 14% Hispanic
• 57% Bachelor’s, 43% Master’s
• Average 16 Years in Field
• Average 6.5 Years at current 

employer
• Roles:

o 43% Ed Coordinator/Coach
o 38% Lead Teacher
o 14% Assistant Director



Mentors
Mentorship Course 
• 3 credit-hour course through UIC
• Topics

o Establishing the coaching relationship
o Relationship based learning
o Adult learners
o Reflective Supervision

• Assignments
o Coaching contract
o Process timeline
o Learning Needs Assessment
o Professional Development Plan
o Coaching Cycle

Mentorship Community of Practice
• Monthly CoP
• Ongoing relationships with facilitator and peers
• Mentors identify topics to discuss (challenges, 

successes, etc.)



Reflections from Mentors

This course…has bolstered my confidence and my understanding of 
the profession and better equipped me to work with the teachers 

whom I serve. My understanding of coaching has grown substantially 
over the course of this class. I feel strengthened in my professional 

identity as a mentor and a coach. Being able to recognize the 
strengths and weaknesses of my mentee and myself allows me to be 
able to adequately handle a new teacher’s coaching strategies. With 

this knowledge I have better techniques to communicate and support 
teacher awareness through the cycle of mentoring.



Reflections from Mentors

Community
 The opportunity to reflect alongside 

others in the field was especially 
rewarding—engaging in dialogue with 

fellow practitioners allowed me to see the 
shared challenges and aspirations we all 

hold for the field of education. These 
conversations served as a reminder that 

leadership is not a solo journey; it’s a 
collective endeavor rooted in shared 

learning and reflective practice.

Course Content
I am excited to have a point of reference for future coaching 

cycles with any new mentees within my professional 
journey. Being able to look back through the material and 

readings for clarity and reflection will help guide me to best 
practices and give me a manual to look at when I may be 

struggling to understand the coaching cycle.





Employer Agreement

• Identify and recruit staff to participate
• Implement a minimum salary scale for all teaching/instructional staff based on 

role and Credential/Degree level.
• Support on the job learning:

▪ Ensuring that center employs developmentally appropriate practices, as 
defined by NAEYC

▪ Provide reflective supervision/feedback for apprentices.
▪ Provide staff dedicated time for collaborative planning.

• Support apprentices to be successful in their higher education pursuits by:
o Allowing for time off to attend class when needed.
o Ensuring opportunities to work with diverse groups of children e.g., age, ability, 

cultural backgrounds, etc.
o Providing a site-based mentor
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Mentors & Apprentices

• 3 professional mentors

o 15 Registered Apprentices

o Milan Campus: 4

o Moline Campus: 6

o Rock Island Campus: 5

• 9 ECE Credential Level Advancements

• $18.98 Average Hourly Rate



“The apprenticeship program has provided support and direction for me 
while learning and growing in the early childhood field. My mentor 
provides me with holistic support; not just in the classroom. She 

supports my growth as an individual and a professional. I’ve needed 
someone to support me in my studies to become an even better teacher 

–  the kids deserve the best version of me!”

- Emma

Staff Testimonial



Industry Intermediaries help…
• Create new sector-based apprenticeship 

programs
• Accelerate Registered Apprenticeship 

program development

23

US-DOL Industry Intermediaries

The ECWC is doing this work to 
support the early childhood 

education workforce!
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Promotes developing, launching, 
and expanding Registered 
Apprenticeship (RA) programs 
to support and sustain a well-
qualified and well-compensated 
early childhood education (ECE) 
workforce

Early Childhood Workforce Connector



ECWC Connects Across Sectors
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WRMA, Inc. (WRMA) is the prime contractor for ECWC, is directly funded 
by US DOL, and oversees the project. In addition to providing administrative 
and communications support, WRMA staff members are subject matter 
experts in early childhood education and child care systems. 

LPE Associates (LPE) is a subcontractor to WRMA for ECWC. LPE staff 
members manage  the project and are subject matter experts in 
Registered Apprenticeship, higher education, and working with US DOL.

Midwest Urban Strategies (MUS), a consortium of workforce development 
boards from across the Midwest,  is a subcontractor to WRMA for the 
ECWC. MUS staff are subject matter experts in the public workforce system 
and the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act.



Our Approach

Have working relationships with SAAs and OA making registering an 
apprenticeship program a smoother process

26

Bring subject matter expertise in RA, ECE, and the public 
workforce system

Work with sponsors and employers across the US

Meet partners where they are in their RA journey and customize 
our support to meet their needs 
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Career Opportunities

• Multiple entry points for RA
▪ Jumpstart careers

▪ Further professional development

▪ Pathways to sustainable careers in 
ECE

• Potential credential attainment, 
such as the CDA

• Opportunities for academic 
degrees, such as an associate’s or 
bachelor’s degree
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