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A B O U T  U S

Neighborhood Villages
An early childhood systems change nonprofit serving young 
children, their families, and educators. We envision a 
transformed, high-quality early childhood education system that 
lifts educators and sets every child and family up to thrive.

120K+
people served

across MA

Innovate Scale Advocate



M y  J O U R N E Y

From Educator to Director 
to Changing the Sector

A brand-new 
educator

Started on a 
completely different 
career path

Became an assistant 
teacher, with an 
inspiring mentor 
Director

MA in Early Education 
and a committed 
educator for life

Falling into the 
role of Leadership

Founded a brand-new 
early childhood program

Fell into the role of 
Assistant Director

Fell into the role of 
Director

No support, no mentor, 
complete burnout

Working to 
redefine 
Leadership in ECE
A supported pathway 
towards retention and 
leadership

Apprenticeships as a 
framework (introduced 
at ECEPTS)

A focus on BIPOC 
educators looking to 
advance in their careers



T H E  P R O B L E M

ECE's Revolving Door

• Burnout among site directors

• Lack of comprehensive and supported training pathways 
for aspiring directors

• Lack of diversity in ECE leadership

• Demand for professional development far exceeds supply

53
%

of ECEL apprentices were 
lead teachers ready to 
step up with no clear path

90
%

wanted more professional 
development at program 
launch (Cohort 1 data)

1/3
Less than 1/3 of leaders 
and directors are women 
of color, while the 
majority of educators are 
BIPOC

The ECE Workforce Crisis

46% of MA providers have at least one 
educator vacancy. In 2022, nearly one-
third of educators turned over — half 
leaving the field entirely.



O U R  R E S P O N S E

Introducing the ECEL
Pathway
(Early Childhood Emerging Leaders)

The FIRST registered apprenticeship to fully graduate a cohort in 
the ECE Director-level occupation in the United States (2024)

Launched: January 2023 RTI: 150 hours across 5 partners

OJL: 2,000 hours on-the-job Wage Bumps: At least once in the program, and one 
at the end, flexible per employer

Credential: MA EEC Director I & II eligible Cost: Free — technology provided too



T H E  A P P R E N T I C E S

Who Joins the ECEL Program?
Across 3 cohorts — 100+ ECEL apprentices from 25+ programs across 20+ MA municipalities.

53% Lead teachers at program 
start

13+ Average years in ECE field

65% Already Director-qualified 
when they enrolled

100% Recruited word-of-mouth by 
peers & employers

89% Joined to become director 
certified

56% Joined for mentorship from 
experienced professionals

44% Wanted a wage increase

67% Wanted professional 
development without 
college costs



T H E  M O D E L

Related Technical Instruction (RTI): 150 Hours

15 hrsLeadership

Neighborhood Villages

16 hrsReflective Supervision

Jewish Family & Children's Services

18 hrsCircle of Security

Jewish Family & Children's Services

25 hrsInstructional 
Leadership

UMass Boston

30 hrsBusiness Training

Urban College of Boston

40 hrsChild Care 
Administration

Fisher College

Plus: Orientation (2 hrs) + Ongoing NV Support (5 hrs)  |  2,000 hours of On-the-Job Learning (OJL)  |  All training is fully online



O U T C O M E S

What the Research Shows

83% still at the same org & site 6 months after 
graduating

72% experienced an additional wage increase 
after completing the program

61% gained new roles or greater responsibilities

100% Cohort 2: professional needs were met (post 
survey)

Source: Brazelton Touchpoints Center evaluation + NV 6-month follow-up survey 
(Cohort 1)



L E A R N I N G  O U T C O M E S

Confidence & Knowledge Growth (Cohort 2, Pre → Post)
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staff meeting
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Reflective
supervision skills

Evidence-based
observations

Pre Post Key Insight

89%
Very comfortable managing a program 
mission & vision — up from 16% at program 
start

70%
Met with their mentor 30+ times throughout 
the program

Over 50%
Changed their approach to partnering with 
families as a result of ECEL

% responding 'very comfortable' to each skill area



E Q U I T Y  I M P A C T

Diversifying ECE Leadership
A core ECEL design goal: create a pathway for BIPOC educators to access and 
thrive in director roles.

Cohort 1

13%
BIPOC

BIPOC ECEL graduates —
became our call to action

Cohort 2

48%
BIPOC

BIPOC participants 
through intentional 
recruitment design

Cohort 3

80%
BIPOC

identify as 
Hispanic/Latino(a) or 

Black/African American

Cohort 3:
40% Hispanic/Latino(a)
40% Black/African American
2 Spanish primary-language 
apprentices



Profile of an 
apprentice

Matt Wallace

After-school teacher

Preschool teacher

Aspiring Director

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yKj6guQm1LI


H E A R  F R O M  O U R  A P P R E N T I C E S

In Their Own Words

“The classes helped me realize what being a director would be like and 
having a mentor was a great addition.”

— Cohort 1 ECEL Apprentice

“I was able to apply many of the skills we discussed in class into my current 
role — creating new procedures, looking at our mission and vision 
statements.”

— Cohort 2 ECEL Apprentice

“[ECEL] has given me great supports to work with my families better, and just 
feel more confident in my role.”

— ECEL Program Participant

“The apprenticeship has allowed me to strengthen my knowledge of 
leadership practices and gives me greater confidence to apply them.”

— Cohort 3 ECEL Apprentice (Midpoint)



O U R  J O U R N E Y

Three Years of Learning
Year 1 · 2023

Launch & Experiment

• 45 ECEL + 45 CDA 
apprentices Jan 2023

• Philanthropic funding 
to pilot

• Formally registered 
with MA DAS; 44 
employer sponsors

• ~25% attrition; key 
lessons on mentorship 
& time demands

Year 2 · 2024

Iterate & Deepen

• 97 new apprentices in 
Cohort 2 (Feb 2024) –
45 ECEL

• Added Mentor CoPs, 
reflective supervision, 
Circle of Security

• Laptops for all who 
needed them; credit 
for prior learning

• BIPOC ECEL 
participation: 13% → 
48%

Year 3 · 2025

Scale & Refine

• Cohort 3 launched Feb 
2025 (50 apprentices-
16 ECEL)

• 80%+ ECEL C3 
midpoint: strongly 
satisfied

• Word-of-mouth: 100% 
recruited by 
peers/employers

• BIPOC ECEL 
participation: 48% → 
80%



H O N E S T  R E F L E C T I O N

Challenges & What We Learned

Attrition in Year 1 and 2

Insufficient buy-in from employers, mentors, 
or apprentices. Solution: clearer MOUs, 
better upfront expectation-setting, and 
detailed one-pagers on requirements.

Mentor match quality is everything

Early cohorts showed knowledge gaps 
derailed growth. Now: structured mentor 
training, briefings per unit, re-matching 
without stigma.

Business skills are the biggest gap

Apprentices arrived most comfortable with 
instructional practices; least comfortable 
with budgeting & cash flow. We've front-
loaded business content.

Scheduling is the #1 access barrier

Full-time educators + family demands = real 
tension. Fully online, evening sessions, 
laptops, and flexibility have dramatically 
improved retention.

Every challenge taught us something. The model you see in Cohort 3 is the result of 
listening — to apprentices, mentors, and employers — and acting on what we heard.



F O R  Y O U R  C O N T E X T

Growing Leadership from Within – at Scale
You don't need to copy our model — you need to understand the principles that make it work.

Conditions That Help

• Employer partners willing to 
release time for RTI

• Higher education partners for 
coursework

• Leadership that believes in 
promotion from within

• Funding for wage bumps and 
wraparound supports

• A champion inside your org to 
drive it

Where to Start

• Map your talent — who's a 
lead teacher ready for more?

• Have honest conversations 
about career goals

• Identify one mentor who can 
model the director role

• Start small: one apprentice, 
one employer, one cohort

• Connect with a Registered 
Apprenticeship sponsor or 
intermediary

Ask for Help

• NV served as MA's official ECE 
RA Ambassador 

• Technical assistance to orgs 
designing their own RA 
programs

• Attend an ECEPTS bootcamp 
or reach out to one of us for 
support



W H A T ' S  N E X T

Cohort 4 Is Coming: 
Funded & Stronger

$220,000
GROW Grant from MA EOLWD

to enroll 35 new apprentices

  Announced April 30, 2026  •  
$220k funding for 35 ECEL apprentices

What Cohort 4 means for us:

▸35 new ECEL apprentices

▸State recognition of ECEL as a proven model worth scaling

▸Building on 3 cohorts and 45 graduates — the pipeline is real



The best leaders in ECE organizations

are already in the classrooms.
Give them a path.

Let's connect:

Neighborhood Villages  |  apprenticeships@neighborhoodvillages.org

Questions about ECEL? We’d love to share more about how you can build your own pathway.

Early Childhood Emerging Leaders (ECEL)  |  ECEPTS National Conference on ECE Apprenticeship
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