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“Give me six hours to 
chop down a tree, and I 
will spend the first four 

sharpening the axe.” 
Abraham Lincoln



Meaningful 
Partnerships

Regular 
Communication 

with Program 
Leadership

Mentor 
Professional 

Development

Apprentice Peer 
Community

Layered and Intentional 
Supports for a Strong 
Ecosystem that 
Surrounds Everyone 
Involved 



Sharpening the Ax: 
Reflection for 

Action

We invite you to 
capture ideas that 

represent ways 
you, or your 

apprenticeship 
program, might 
sharpen the ax.



• Child Care Centers
• Headstart
• CCAP
• Grow NJ Kids

ECE Business Involvement

New Jersey Early Care and Education (ECE) Teacher Apprenticeship 
Program Pilot

• Full time employment
• 2000 hours of skill building and on the job training (40 

hours week x 50 weeks)
• Support from on site mentor

On the Job Training

Infant Toddler Child Development Associate Credential
Career Level III 

Technical Instruction and Credential 

Wage increase upon completion

Equitable Wage Structure



Embedded ECE System Supports

Public 
Consulting 

Group (PCG)

Workforce Registry
Scholarship and Grant 

Administration

Apprenticeship 
Sponsor

Rowan 
University: Early 

Childhood 
Leadership 

Institute (ECLI)

Training and PD for:

Quality Coaches and 
Supervisors

Childcare Directors

Training and PD for:

Mentors
Apprentices

NJCCIS

Workforce Registry

OOL

Quality Initiatives

Professional Development

Employer Grant 
Application and 

Payment
Apprentice 
Application

Organization/System Function prior to 
Apprenticeship Role in Apprenticeship



Mentor Professional Development
• Mentor training experiences are 

interrelated and relationship-based. 
Designed to help mentors prepare for 
and develop the learning relationship 
with their apprentices. It aims to 
promote effective mentoring practices 
and knowledge of adult learning 
principles.

• Upon successful completion of the 
Mentor Professional Development 
course, mentors receive a certificate of 
completion, free PD hours, and one 
course (3 credits) in the undergraduate 
or graduate certificate program (15 
credits) waived. 

Mentor 
Professional 

Development

Orientation

Seminars

A 
Community 
of Practice 

(CoP)

Coaching



Supports for Apprentices to THRIVE
Providing apprentices with a 
collaborative environment to create a 
sense of belonging and provide peer 
support that enhances commitment, 
motivation, and retention.

• Monthly Communities of Practice: 1.5 
hours  

• Quarterly Topic Workshops: 1.5 hours
• Quarterly: Apprentice joins Mentor 

Coaching call



Supports for Program Success
• Clear Structure from the Start
Regular check-ins and defined touchpoints
Tools: checklists, outlines, expectations
Reduced ambiguity for mentors and programs
• Access to Wraparound Supports
Connections to workforce development 
resources
Additional training pathways when needed, like 
“Strengthening Business Practices
• Streamlined Administration
Single point of contact for programs
Centralized tracking and documentation 
(RAPIDS)
Reduced administrative burden on employers



This model is about 
workforce growth for 
all involved. 
It sends a clear 
message:
Early childhood 
education is a 
profession.
A profession where 
there is room to learn, 
lead, and rise.



What Worked
Mentors valued structure, coaching, and clarity 

Mentor Preparation & Experience
• 100% said training/resources 

were helpful
• 100% said they knew how to 

support their apprentice
• 100% agreed or strongly agreed 

they were overall satisfied with 
the RAP pilot

• 89% said mentoring 
strengthened leadership skills

• 100% agreed or strongly agreed 
they enjoyed being a mentor



My coach gave me great advice and encouragement when I needed it.
Patti and Christine were the most supportive throughout my mentoring 

experience. They provided consistent guidance, encouragement, and clear 
direction that strengthened my ability to effectively mentor my apprentice. 
Their regular check-ins and thoughtful feedback helped me reflect on my 
leadership practices and improve how I provided coaching and support.

Patti offered valuable insight and practical strategies that helped me navigate 
challenges with confidence. 

Christine provided reassurance, structure, and professional guidance that 
helped ensure we stayed aligned with the goals of the RAP Pilot. 

Together, their support made the process organized, meaningful, and 
empowering. 

Because of their mentorship, I felt more confident in my leadership role and 
better equipped to support professional growth within my program.



What Worked
Apprentices grew most in confidence and reflection

Mentors observed apprentice 
growth in:
•Confidence
•Independence
•Ability to connect theory to 
practice

Quotes
“I saw my apprentice gain 
confidence and independence in 
the classroom.”
“The mentoring relationship helped 
her connect theory to practice.”
“I’m so proud! My apprentice was 
named Employee of the Month.”



What Worked
Apprentices grew most in confidence and 
reflection

• Mentors and Apprentices both 
described the pilot as helping 
apprentices:
• connect theory to practice
• feel encouraged
• work through hurdles
• apply learning in real time



What Worked
Relationships Matter

Apprentices don’t persist because of 
content alone.
They persist because of connection.



What Worked
Designing Curriculum in Response to Real Needs

We listened first. Then designed.
Mentor themes
•Entered with strong commitment and relational instincts
•Needed support in the craft of mentoring
•Requested guidance on feedback, reflection, goal-setting, and adult learning
Apprentice themes
•Valued practical strategies for daily classroom challenges
•Needed support in communication, behavior guidance, and stress management
•Benefited from emotionally relevant, relationship-centered learning
Our approach
•Created content based on participant feedback
•Prioritized real-world application over theory alone
•Embedded relational and reflective practices throughout



What worked
• Structure Drives Success
Clear expectations, checklists, and regular check-ins
Programs performed best when structure was strong from the start
• Strong Employer Engagement Matters
Directors who were organized and actively involved saw the most success
Regular monitoring, goal-setting, and accountability supported completion
• Centralized Support Reduces Burden
Single point of contact simplified communication
Administrative support (RAPIDS, tracking, documentation) eased employer 
load
• Access to Broader System Supports
Workforce boards and partners provided additional resources when needed
Created a wider safety net beyond the program itself



What Worked
No Need to Reinvent the Wheel. We 
Built on What Works

Our driving questions:

• What do we already do 
successfully?

• How can we build a holistic 
apprenticeship pilot by 
tapping into the strengths, 
partnerships, and systems 
we already have in place?



Discuss:
If you had to 
remove one 
element of this 
model, which 
would weaken it 
most and why?



What Surprised Us
Strengthening Alignment Around CDA Experiences
What We Noticed
•Apprentices completed CDA coursework across multiple agencies
•Learning experiences varied in structure, expectations, and support
•Mentor Coaches often became the bridge for CDA-related questions
Why This Matters
•Inconsistent experiences can create confusion and additional stress
•Missed opportunity for cohort-based connection and peer learning
What We’d Do Differently
•More intentional partnership with CDA providers
•Encourage cohort-based CDA participation where possible
•Align coursework more closely with apprenticeship supports



What Surprised Us
Time and logistics remained a real pressure point
• Before the pilot began, balancing 

mentoring with other responsibilities 
was the most anticipated challenge. 
That issue did not disappear later. 

• Apprentices reported appreciating the 
sessions, but timing remained an issue.



What Surprised Us
• Getting to Completion Was Harder Than Expected
CDA coursework progressed… but final steps (portfolio, exam) caused 
delays
Apprentices often needed structured support to “finish strong”
• Motivation and Selection Matter
Apprentices who were self-motivated persisted
Some participants lacked full buy-in from the start
• Infrastructure Gaps Impacted Participation
Smaller programs struggled with staffing and coverage
Time and capacity challenges affected implementation



Discuss: Ideas Related To ‘Sharpening 
The Ax.’ 

What ways might you strengthen your 
apprenticeship model, or ways might 
people in your system build capacity 

more intentionally?



Q&A: What questions do you have for us?



Actionable steps
Identifying partners – leveraging and building 
existing partnerships to hit the ground running

Structuring mentor training and apprentice 
support for a holistic approach. Don’t forget 
about all areas of the experience!

Building community and relationships matters

What else?



Reach out to chat!
Christine Skrobot
Christine@propulsionsquared.com
Meredith Montgomery
mmontgomery@pcgus.com
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