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Overview of our work
The Illinois Early Childhood Apprenticeship Program (ILECAP) supports 67+ (+57 from 2023!) 
incumbent early childhood educators pursuing state-recognized credentials and licensure in 
ECE. 
We partner with 9 employers—and 10 institutions of higher education—to support our 
apprentices as they advance academically, professionally, and personally by:

• Instituting wage minimums/scales tied to credential
• Pairing each apprentice with an on-site mentor who provides relationship-based coaching 

and reflective supervision on credential-aligned competencies
• Connecting apprentices with scholarships and higher ed navigation support
• Engaging mentors, employers, and IHE partners in communities of practice
• Meeting apprentices where they are

Key questions: What is the added value of participation in federally registered apprenticeship? 
What is the impact of a credential-based salary scale, and what types of programs does this 

model work for?



Logic Model
Central Challenge: 
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.

Overarching Program Goal: 
Pilot EC Apprenticeship to test viability, strengths, and challenges of using a 
federally registered apprenticeship model to address early childhood workforce 
challenges. 



Logic Model
EC Apprenticeship Goals Inputs

• 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/degrees

1. Encourage incumbent workforce members to obtain 
degrees, Gateways Early Childhood Credentials (levels 2, 4, 
(AA), 5 (BA), and IL Professional Educator Licensure. 

2. Fund and support early childhood programs to implement 
an organization-wide salary scale tied to position and 
degree/credential. 

3. Develop conditions for a workplace culture that supports 
ongoing professional learning. 

4. Enlist 2- & 4-year institutions of higher education in 
becoming related technical instruction providers 

5. Work with DOL and technical assistance providers to 
develop and sustain the pilot apprenticeship program. 

6. Create and disseminate knowledge and findings on early 
childhood apprenticeship. 



Partners & Apprentices (Slide 1 of 2)
Employer Funding Streams

Employer 1 Employer 2 Employer 3 Employer 4



Partners & Apprentices (Slide 2 of 2)
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Artifact I: SEQUAL



Artifact I: SEQUAL
What is SEQUAL? The Supportive Environmental Quality Underlying Adult Learning (SEQUAL) 
tool, developed by the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment at UC Berkeley, examines 
early educators’ perspectives on their own work environments.

What are the domains of workplace environmental quality that SEQUAL assesses?
• Teaching Supports: Access to curriculum, resources, and materials
• Learning Community: Collaboration and professional development opportunities
• Job Crafting: Staff-driven improvements to work
• Adult Well-being: Physical and economic health
• Program Leadership: Leaders’ support and guidance of staff
• All designed to complement the Model Work Standards

Who participated? n=139 staff members surveyed across 10 employer sites (39% reporting of 
the 361 recruited)



SEQUAL: Key findings
Strengths:

Respectful relationships with coworkers and support 
when challenges with children and families arise 

Supervisors and program leaders are knowledgeable 
and encourage a culture of ongoing learning 

Not enough trained personnel to provide relief 
during staff absences

Inconsistent access to paid, protected time for 
planning, paperwork, and reflection with coworkers

Inconsistent opportunities to share input on 
program policies and changes that impact them

Apprentices (n=40) Vs. Non-Apprentices (n=99)

Apprentices skew younger, and 
non-apprentices tend to have longer tenure in 
ECE, at their employer, and in their position

Apprentices: More likely to: 
● Have met with a mentor or coach
● Feel that resources/support are available 

when challenges arise
● Report unreliable access to paid sick leave
● Feel they have autonomy over PD
● Feel their coworkers are supportive of 

trying new ways of teaching

Non-Apprentices: More likely to:
● Feel that staff in their classrooms 

collaborate to plan learning experiences
● Have dedicated time for peer reflection
● Worry about recurring expenses (e.g. 

healthcare, bills)

Challenges:



How are we moving this work forward?
● Apprentice

a. Repurposing individual support moments to move 
beyond triage → learning more about the 
apprentice-mentor relationship and successes/challenges 
at the workplace

● Mentor
a. Engage with competencies and reflective supervision 

practices in ongoing Mentor Community of Practice
b. Creating opportunities to connect course content to 

on-the-job practices

● Program Leaders
a. Community of Practice
b. Model Work Standards Project

"[My mentor] is there for anything -- 
schoolwork, apprenticeship, any questions I 
have, I know I can go to her for support…The 
goals I’m setting with her have been realistic 
and something I've been able to achieve. 

One of my goals is to expand my language 
when I'm communicating with the kids, so if a 
kid is playing with an item, describing it and 
expanding more ideas…getting them into 
back-and-forth communication. I try to be 
intentional as possible when I'm talking with the 
kids and I'm noticing definite improvement 
since I set that goal. 

In one of the classes I'm in, we've been 
talking about how we talk to kids and parents 
and setting that goal made me realize [ways I 
can be] intentional in the way I communicate 
with the families.” - Apprentice



Artifact II: Logic Model & 
Evaluation Report



Expanded Logic Model/Data Tool



Goal 1: Workforce to obtain degrees, 
credentials, and/or endorsements
Y1 = 10 Registered Apprentices

Y2 = 48 Registered Apprentices 

• 25 apprentices were pursuing Level 2 credential

• 14 apprentices were pursuing Level 4 credential (AA or AAS degree)

• 9 apprentices were pursuing Level 5 credential (BA degree) 

70% of apprentices were retained (N= 34) in their apprenticeship throughout the year

Apprentices are able to practice what they are learning in their classroom

According to survey respondents (N=24), 18 apprentices reported receiving  some scholarship 
support to attend one of the nine partner institutions of higher education



Goal 2: Provide funding and support for early 
childhood programs to implement an 
organization-wide salary scale tied to position.
“We were seeing hardships in hiring—people were dropping out of 
teaching. This Pilot was a saving grace. In the past we saw the state do a 
few things like a one-time payment bonus, but that wasn’t helping us 
retain teachers. When we had the salary scale start the people here started 
to feel relief. It slowed down the leaving.” 

Another employer partner talked about the systemic toll the constant hiring of 
uncredentialed staff was making on their center prior to their participation in 
the Apprenticeship Pilot, and how participation in the pilot program was 
turning this around.



Goal 3: Workplace culture supports 
ongoing professional learning
• Communities of Practice exist for mentors and employer partners; apprentices participate in 

virtual meetups

• Each center has its own expression of coaching/mentoring

• 100% of site-based mentors participate in the mentoring course offered by UIC

• ~17% of apprentices DO NOT have a mentor

• Most apprentices describe their relationship with their mentor positively

• All mentors describe themselves as skilled and/or comfortable in their mentoring role

• Employer partners describe a culture of learning enhanced by the mentoring of colleagues



• “Because of the mentoring, we have people that are actually applying their 
coursework, reflecting on it. There's just a culture of we should all be learning that is 
different than what it used to be. So in one school, for example, we have 8 that are 
enrolled, and they're kind of sort of in the same cohort. “Are you taking that class?” 
“Yeah, I'm taking that class.” “Okay, then let's meet together with our mentor.” So the 
culture of learning, of course, increases their wages. But more of that culture of 
education is a good thing, and what can we apply and learn in the classroom? We 
have a tight relationship with our partnering IHE.”

• “Those who became mentors benefited both financially with stipend and in taking 
the mentorship course—PD was highly regarded and being able to be a mentor of 
others and to learn mentorship skills was a good PD opportunity. In the past, we have 
had 10 days a year for PD in service. Possibly have more people in school now. There 
is a culture of PD.”



• “Go back in and practice it, and go back out and do reflection, reflection, action, 
reflection. Those pieces are really good. What I would love for everybody to be able to 
do is have that mentor. That mentor is just critical. To have that out of classroom 
time, to be able to think thoughtfully with a peer to ask “How does this relate? How 
am I going to implement this? What did I learn in class? What does this mean?” To 
be able to have that one-on-one planning time is really critical. As is having time for 
them to do their homework. I think of that as a professional development continuum. 
The mentor is a critical piece for the success, so that the teachers who might be 
struggling have that weekly or bi-weekly cheerleader who comes in and says, “Hey I’m 
struggling with this. I don’t know if I can do this.” The mentor gives them the skills to 
be able to get to that class, get to that course, help to break it down so that they 
can be successful—rather than feel isolated, shameful, disconnected and then 
actually just drop out, and we lose a staff member. So success of the program is 
based on the mentors.”



Suggestions for improvements

• Engage in clear communication
• Create resources and training materials
• Share outcomes and feedback about the Apprenticeship Program
• Create feedback loops so partners can hear directly from each other in a spirit of 

making the Apprenticeship Program the best possible

How can we support making these improvements?



Partner Perspective: 
SAL Community Services



• Skip-a-Long Childhood Centers (4 Illinois sites & 1 Iowa site)

• Early Head Start - Child Care Partnership (Illinois)

• Prevention Initiative (Illinois)

• Illinois DHS Home Visiting (Illinois)

• Welcoming Center (Illinois Immigrant & Refugee Resource)



Participation
• 25 teaching staff currently enrolled (35% of teaching staff)

• All apprentices engaged in mentoring

• ~50% of apprentices are women of color



Challenges
• Higher education cost

• Access to technology

• Consistent contact at IHEs

• Working students



Successes
• Consistent, skilled, ECE-trained mentors

• Mentor Community of Practice

• Alternative funding mechanisms

• Higher education debt relief

• 2 BA degrees awarded

• 7 AA degrees awarded



Retention
• SSECAP wage progression

• High level of retention

• 1 relocation

• 1 career change



Model Work Standards
Project









Thank you!
Q&A Scan for our 

two-pager!


