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The Early Childhood Registered  
Apprenticeship Program 

Introduction to the Early Childhood Registered Apprenticeship 
Program 

Welcome to the Early Childhood Education Registered Apprenticeship 
Program! This program is designed to provide increased entry points into 
the field and strengthen the career pathways for educators by leveraging 
competency-based, job-embedded workforce models to make careers in 
early childhood education more appealing for students. 

The Early Childhood Education (ECE) Registered Apprenticeship Program 
(RAP) is an elective program that helps current high school students meet 
their Graduation Pathway requirements. It also allows students the 
opportunity to work in an early care and education environment, gain 
valuable hands-on experience, and earn college credits.

Ivy Tech Community College is Indiana's largest public postsecondary 
institution and the nation's largest singly accredited statewide community 
college system, accredited by the Higher Learning Commission. Ivy Tech 
has campuses throughout Indiana and also serves thousands of students 
annually online. It serves as the state's engine of workforce development, 
offering associate degrees, long- and short-term certificate programs, 
industry certifications, and training that aligns with the needs of the 
community. The College provides a seamless transfer to other colleges 
and universities in Indiana, as well as out of state, for a more affordable 
route to a bachelor's degree.

Ivy Tech Community College is the sponsor of the Early Childhood 
Education Registered Apprenticeship Program.

About Ivy Tech Community College
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 Importance of Early Childhood Education 

A child's early years are a period of profound development, shaping their 
brains and laying the groundwork for future learning and success. This 
important foundation requires skilled educators to guide our youngest 
learners. The apprenticeship program provides a unique opportunity for 
high school students to gain valuable experience and prepare for a fulfilling 
career in early childhood education.  

The demand for early childhood education educators in Indiana is 
expected to grow over the next few years. According to Indiana Career 
Explorer, there are projected to be 8,460 job openings through 2030.  

Choosing a career in early childhood education can be deeply rewarding 
and impactful. There are several compelling reasons why a career in early 
childhood education is meaningful and full of opportunity:

• Making a Difference: Educators play a crucial role in shaping
young children's cognitive, social, and emotional development.
This period is foundational for lifelong learning and development.

• Career Opportunities: There is a consistent demand for qualified
educators due to the increasing recognition of the importance of
early childhood education. Career opportunities range from
classroom teaching to leadership roles, curriculum development,
and specialized support services.

• Professional Growth: The field offers opportunities for ongoing
professional development and learning. Educators can pursue
advanced degrees, certifications, and specializations. Scholarship
opportunities are also available, including some that pay 80% of
tuition, fees, and books at partner institutions.
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Your Role as a Mentor 

Role Descriptors 

Coach apprentices to become confident and skilled early childhood 
educators 

As a mentor, your role is to guide apprentices on their journey to becoming 
confident and skilled early childhood educators. By offering continuous 
encouragement, you help them build self-assurance in their abilities and 
navigate challenges with resilience. Sharing a positive perspective fosters 
an optimistic learning environment, inspiring apprentices to see 
opportunities for growth even in difficult situations.   

Challenging them to step outside their comfort zones encourages 
innovation and adaptability, essential qualities for effective early childhood 
educators. Providing constructive feedback ensures they refine their skills, 
gain deeper insights into their teaching methods, and continuously 
improve. Additionally, connecting them with valuable resources further 
enriches their development. For example, connect your apprentice with 
research materials and hands-on learning experiences.   

Through this supportive and proactive approach, apprentices gain the 
confidence, knowledge, and experience needed to excel in early childhood 
education, ultimately shaping the future of young learners.

Be a role model for professional growth 

You serve as a role model for professional growth, demonstrating a 
commitment to continuous learning and development alongside your 
apprentice. The mentoring process is a shared journey where both mentor 
and apprentice evolve, gaining new insights and refining their skills.  As 
you are reflecting on your own professional growth and learning, share this 
with your apprentice.  

Provide ongoing support, individualized guidance, and answer 
questions along the way 

Providing ongoing support is essential, offering individualized 
guidance and addressing questions as they arise. This support should be 
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present before, during, and after their interactions with children, ensuring 
they feel confident in applying their knowledge to real-world situations.  

Bridge the gap between knowledge and practice 

By bridging the gap between theory and practice, mentors help 
apprentices internalize their learning through hands-on experience. 
Encouraging them to reflect and ask questions fosters deeper connections 
between what they know and how they implement it in an early childhood 
education setting.   

Most of the apprentice’s learning will be accomplished on the job. The 
mentor needs to be well acquainted with the apprentice’s requirements 
and goals as laid out in the handbook and competencies 
(Appendix A), so the mentor can guide the apprentice through the 
progression of skills necessary for successful completion of the 
apprenticeship. Your role as a mentor is not telling an apprentice what to 
do but giving them the opportunity to choose wisely. 

Mentor Motivation 

Becoming a mentor in early childhood education is more than just guiding 
apprentices - it is an opportunity to give back to the profession, shape the 
next generation of educators, and grow personally and professionally.  

Give back to the profession

One of the most fulfilling aspects of mentorship is the chance to give back 
to the early childhood education profession. Experienced educators have 
accumulated valuable knowledge and insights over the years, and sharing 
this wisdom ensures that best practices continue to thrive. For example, 
you might mentor a new apprentice by modeling effective guidance of 
young children using positive reinforcement and redirection, providing 
information on child development theories, and offering strategies for 
engaging young learners in meaningful play-based learning experiences. 
By passing on this expertise, mentors help sustain the quality of early 
childhood education and contribute to the future of the field.  
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Make an impact 

Mentoring also allows individuals to make an impact by empowering and 
inspiring their apprentices. A great mentor not only provides practical skills 
but also instills confidence and passion in their apprentices. For instance, a 
mentor working with an apprentice struggling with classroom transitions 
might offer encouragement, demonstrate effective routines, and celebrate 
small successes. This support helps apprentices develop resilience and a 
sense of accomplishment. 

Develop leadership skills 

Beyond supporting apprentices, mentorship offers a valuable opportunity 
for mentors to develop leadership skills. Effective mentorship requires 
guiding, coaching, and problem-solving skills that translate into leadership 
roles within schools and early childhood programs. A mentor who leads 
training sessions for apprentices, facilitates reflective discussions, and 
helps apprentices navigate challenges is honing their ability to lead and 
support others.   

Professional growth and learning

Additionally, mentoring provides avenues for professional growth and 
networking. Engaging in mentorship programs connects individuals with 
other professionals in the field, creating opportunities to share ideas, 
collaborate on projects, and stay updated on the latest research and 
trends. For example, attending a state early childhood education 
conference with an apprentice not only exposes the apprentice to valuable 
learning experiences but also allows the mentor to expand their 
professional network and exchange ideas with other educators and 
leaders.  

Personal learning and reflection 

Lastly, mentorship is a powerful tool for personal learning and reflection. 
While mentors offer guidance, they also learn from their apprentices, 
gaining fresh perspectives and insights. Reflecting on teaching methods 
and answering apprentice questions can prompt mentors to re-evaluate 
their own approaches and refine their strategies. For instance, explaining 
why a specific teaching technique is effective may lead a mentor 
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to explore new research or try innovative methods in the learning 
environment.  

In the end, mentorship is a mutually enriching experience. By guiding 
apprentices, mentors give back to the profession, inspire future educators, 
develop leadership skills, expand their professional networks, and 
continue their own learning journeys. It is a rewarding role that not only 
shapes the careers of apprentices but also enhances the personal and 
professional growth of the mentor. 

Mentoring Motivation Checklist 

For each of the following items, check yes if the reason listed reflects your 
motivation for mentoring and no if it does not. For each item, list a 
concrete example to illustrate your answer.
Motivation Yes No Notes 
I have specific knowledge that I 
want to pass on to others. 

X I have learned a lot about play-based 
learning in my years of experience 
and want to pass that on. 

I find that helping others learn is 
personally rewarding to me. 

I enjoy collaborative learning. 

I am always looking for new 
opportunities to further my own 
growth and development. 

I am committed to leadership 
succession. 

I want to pay it forward. 

I need to meet a performance 
requirement at work or in my 
profession. 

I want to do the right thing. 

I find it energizing and inspiring 
to work with others who have 
different teaching styles than me. 

Adapted from Zachary and Fischler (2009) 
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What Skills Do You Gain Through Mentorship?

Mentors develop a range of valuable skills through their role, many of 
which are transferable to other areas of professional and personal life. As 
mentors invest in their apprentices’ development, they, too, experience 
personal and professional growth, developing important skills that shape 
them into stronger educators and leaders.  

Leadership and coaching

One of the most essential aspects of mentorship is leadership and 
coaching. A great mentor can guide and support others in their journey, 
providing both structure and encouragement. Setting clear expectations, 
offering constructive feedback, and motivating apprentices to push beyond 
their comfort zones are key elements in fostering growth. For example, a 
mentor working with an apprentice might not only provide corrective 
feedback but also highlight their strengths, ensuring they remain confident 
and engaged in their learning.  

Communication

At the core of any successful mentoring relationship is communication. 
Effective mentors develop enhanced verbal and non-verbal communication 
skills, ensuring that their message is both clear and impactful. They 
practice active listening, paying attention to the concerns and needs of their 
apprentices while adapting their communication styles to accommodate 
different learning preferences. For instance, some apprentices may thrive 
with direct verbal instruction, while others may benefit from visual 
demonstrations or hands-on experiences.  

Mentor communication will involve giving feedback, using ECE RAP tools 
to guide your communication. Mentors should be initiating communication 
and offering informal feedback consistently throughout the apprentice’s 
time with them. Mentors will hold meetings with the apprentice monthly and 
quarterly after completing the competency checklists. Mentors can use this 
to direct conversations with apprentices. Be sure to highlight the 
apprentice’s strengths and focus on their assets. Apprentices will complete 
a monthly self-reflection, communicating whether they feel 
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they’ve mastered the competencies and their evidence. Mentors can use 
this information to understand the apprentice’s point of view. Lastly, 
apprentices are also learning through related technical instruction in 
addition to their on-the-job training. Mentors can ask apprentices about 
their coursework and help enhance the topics of their coursework in the 
early childhood learning environment.  

Emotional intelligence

Beyond technical guidance, mentors also cultivate emotional intelligence. 
The ability to empathize, exercise patience, and build trust is fundamental 
in creating a positive and supportive learning environment. Mentors 
develop skills in managing interpersonal dynamics, handling sensitive 
conversations, and resolving conflicts effectively. If an apprentice becomes 
frustrated or discouraged, a mentor with strong emotional intelligence will 
recognize the underlying emotions and offer reassurance, helping the 
apprentice regain confidence.  

Problem solving and critical thinking

Another important skill gained through mentorship is problem-solving and 
critical thinking. Mentors must assess the challenges their apprentices face 
and develop practical solutions to guide them toward success. More 
importantly, they teach apprentices to think independently, empowering 
them to analyze problems and develop their own strategies. For example, 
rather than providing immediate solutions to a challenge, a mentor might 
ask guiding questions that encourage the apprentice to brainstorm and 
evaluate different approaches.  

Time management

Balancing mentorship with other professional responsibilities requires 
strong time management skills. Mentors must learn to prioritize tasks 
efficiently, ensuring they dedicate adequate time to supporting apprentices 
while fulfilling their own work responsibilities. Planning lessons, scheduling 
check-ins, and ensuring that learning objectives are met all require careful 
organization and strategic time allocation.  
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Adaptability

Adaptability is another hallmark of an effective mentor. No two apprentices 
learn at the same pace or in the same way, requiring mentors to adjust 
their guidance and teaching methods accordingly. As apprentices grow, 
mentors must remain open to new tools and techniques, continuously 
evolving their approach to best meet the needs of their apprentices.  

Knowledge consolidation

Beyond personal growth, mentoring also reinforces knowledge 
consolidation. By teaching and guiding others, mentors naturally deepen 
their own expertise, refining both technical and professional skills. The 
process of explaining concepts and demonstrating techniques helps 
mentors reinforce their own understanding, making them more proficient in 
their craft. 

Professional development

Mentorship enhances networking and professional development. Engaging 
in mentorship allows mentors to build stronger relationships within their 
field, forming connections with colleagues, administrators and early 
childhood professionals. Over time, mentors gain recognition as leaders 
and experts, opening doors to new opportunities, collaborations, and career 
advancements.  

Habits of a Great Mentor 

A good mentor helps an apprentice make decisions that help them reach 
their goals. A great mentor builds an apprentice’s confidence by developing 
critical thinking skills allowing for growth in their decision-making process. 
Transitioning from being a good mentor to a great mentor requires moving 
beyond simply helping apprentices make decisions and instead focusing on 
empowering them to think critically, build confidence, and develop 
independence in their decision-making. While a good mentor provides 
answers and direction, a great mentor fosters growth by encouraging 
apprentices to analyze, evaluate, and navigate challenges on their own. 
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A great mentor possesses the following qualities: 
• Knowledge of career pathway and willingness to share skills,

knowledge, experience, and expertise.
• The mentor takes the mentoring relationship seriously and

understands that great mentoring requires open communication, time,
and commitment and is willing to share information and their ongoing
support of the apprentice.

A great mentor should provide: 
• Clear communication with positive and constructive feedback using

data from observations and work samples;
• Explanations about what to expect when on the job site;
• Instruction about professionalism and its importance;
• Patience and the ability to build trust;
• Empathy, understanding, and respect;
• Guidance on the importance of safety on the job; and
• Encouragement so your apprentice feels empowered to express

opinions and make decisions.

Six Behaviors of a Great Mentor 

1. Break the ice and build trust

The most successful mentoring relationships are built on trust and 
openness, which come from developing a strong personal connection. 
Investing time in relationship-building helps apprentices feel comfortable 
seeking guidance.  

Example: Instead of jumping straight into professional discussions, take 
time in the first few meetings to get to know your apprentice on a personal 
level. Ask about their background, interests, and aspirations.  Sharing your 
own experiences also helps create a mutual sense of understanding.  
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2. Set expectations and ground rules

A mentor is not a friend or a direct supervisor but rather a guide who 
offers knowledge, support, and a professional network in a friendly yet 
structured manner.  

Example: At the start of the mentorship, set clear expectations by 
discussing:  

• How often you will meet (e.g., daily check-ins, monthly competency
tracking, quarterly competency tracking).

• What kind of support will you provide (e.g., feedback on teaching
strategies).

• What is expected of the apprentice (e.g., come prepared with
questions and progress updates).

This conversation establishes boundaries while reinforcing your 
commitment to helping them grow professionally. 

3. Talk about the apprentice’s needs

Each apprentice has unique strengths, areas for growth and professional 
aspirations. Tracking their progress towards competencies ensures they 
are growing in the right direction. Mentors should discuss the apprentice’s 
strengths and competency progress consistently throughout the 
apprentice experience, not just at the formalized monthly and quarterly 
tracking meetings.  

Example: Frequently review progress towards competencies with your 
apprentice, asking for their self-reflection and sharing your specific 
feedback from observations and tracking sheets, discussing progress 
towards achieving each.

4. Listen, ask, offer, advise

A great mentor doesn’t just give answers, they help their apprentice 
develop critical thinking skills by encouraging reflection and exploration 
before providing direct advice.  
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Example: Suppose your apprentice is unsure about how to use anecdotal 
notes to guide instruction. Instead of immediately providing a solution, you 
can:  

1. Listen carefully: “Tell me what one of your notes says.”
2. Ask guiding questions: “What kind of additional support do you think

the child could benefit from?” (i.e. fine motor activities)
3. Offer multiple options: “You could approach it by ....” 
4. Advise with your experience: “When I’ve had children struggle with

using scissors...”

By guiding the apprentice through problem-solving steps, they build 
confidence in handling challenges independently. 

5. Open doors

Mentors have connections that can significantly benefit their apprentices. 
Introducing them to professionals in the field helps expand their network, 
knowledge, and opportunities.  

Example: If your apprentice is interested in early childhood special 
education, connect them with a seasoned special education educator for 
shadowing opportunities. 

6. Learn from your apprentice

Mentorship is a two-way street. While you offer guidance, your 
apprentice also provides fresh perspectives, reminds you of the 
fundamentals of the profession, and encourages self-reflection.  

Example: You notice your apprentice excels at active participation in 
play-based learning. This reminds and inspires you to incorporate more 
guided play interactions into your teaching.  
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Consideration for Working with Apprentices 

Developmental Stages of an Apprentice Teacher 

The stages of development for an educator reflect their progression from a 
novice learner to a competent and reflective educator. These stages can 
vary, but they typically include the following: navigating the early stages of 
teaching, application and experimentation, survival and adjustment, 
reflection and growth, competence and confidence, and mastery and 
reflective practitioner. Early childhood apprentices will likely remain in the 
first two stages of this development. Competency ratings are emerging, 
approaching, and proficient. Thus, it is not uncommon for an apprentice to 
be rated in an emerging and/or approaching category for an extended 
period as they learn how to master that competency.  

Navigating the early stages of teaching 

Entering the early childhood field as an apprentice is both exciting and 
challenging. These young apprentices are learning to balance the hands-
on experience they are gaining with the knowledge they are just starting to 
learn in their classes, focusing on child guidance, setting up engaging 
learning environments, and supporting curriculum goals. While they are 
often enthusiastic and eager to learn, they may also feel uncertain as they 
take on new responsibilities, such as interacting with young children, 
assisting with activities, and understanding how play supports 
development. With guidance from mentors, apprentices can build 
confidence, develop essential skills, and gradually take on more 
responsibilities in the learning environment.  

Support needs for new early childhood apprentices 

Clear guidance and structured support are essential. Apprentices benefit 
greatly from observing experienced educators to see effective teaching 
practices in action and from gaining feedback based on their mentor’s 
observations of their teaching. Mentors who provide observational 
feedback should make note of that as evidence of the apprentice’s 
competency rating. Shadowing a seasoned early childhood educator might 
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help a new apprentice understand how to establish routines, manage family 
engagement, or facilitate discussions that encourage participation.  

Mentors play a crucial role in this stage, providing clear instructions, 
constructive feedback, and support. A strong mentor might:  

• Model effective teaching strategies by demonstrating how to lead
engaging lessons.

• Encourage reflection by asking questions like, “What do you think
went well in that lesson? What could you improve?”

• Offer reassurance by reminding apprentices that making mistakes is
part of the learning process.

Furthermore, creating opportunities for dialogue and discussion is 
essential. Apprentices should feel comfortable asking questions and 
seeking advice. Whether it’s debriefing after a lesson or strategizing how 
to handle a situation that arises, these conversations help build confidence 
and refine teaching techniques.  

The application and experimentation stage: turning knowledge into 
practice 

As new apprentices progress in their journey, they enter the Application 
and Experimentation Stage, where they begin to put theory into action. No 
longer just observing and absorbing knowledge, they start actively 
implementing strategies in the classroom. This phase is characterized by 
hands-on learning, trial-and-error experiences, and continuous 
adjustments based on feedback. 

Characteristics of the application and experimentation stage 

At this point, apprentices are eager to experiment with different 
instructional methods to see what works best for the children they’re 
working with. For instance, an apprentice who is working on reinforcing the 
concept of counting might try having a child count blocks in a tower they’ve 
built using one-to-one correspondence and adjust to try a new teaching 
method based on the response of the child.  
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Opportunities for growth in the application and experimentation stage 

One of the biggest challenges in this stage is navigating trial and error. Not 
every strategy will work the first time, and apprentices must learn to adapt 
and refine their approach based on their experiences.  

Receiving feedback from mentors can also be a challenge. While feedback 
is essential for growth, learning how to process and apply constructive 
criticism takes time. An apprentice who receives feedback that their 
lessons need more engagement might initially feel discouraged but, with 
the right support, can use that feedback to incorporate more interactive 
activities into their instruction.

Support needs for apprentices in this stage

To navigate this stage successfully, apprentices need constructive 
feedback and encouragement from mentors. A supportive mentor plays a 
crucial role in helping them analyze what worked, what didn’t, and why. For 
example, after observing a lesson, a mentor might say, “Your use of 
hands-on activities was excellent, and the children were engaged! One 
thing to consider is how to wrap up the lesson in a way that signals the end 
of the activity and transitions to the next activity. You might think about a 
song, chant, or visual clue."
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Approaches to Mentoring 

Mentoring Youth Apprentices 

Anyone starting a new job needs a guide, someone to introduce them to 
the workplace. Youth apprentices may not have had prior job experience 
and need to understand basics, like how to show up on time, when to take 
breaks, and how to interact with colleagues. Young apprentices may have 
never been in a situation where they received feedback over a job and 
need to be taught how to respond constructively. Youths in general have 
had less opportunity to be exposed to the social and professional climate of 
work, which adds a dimension to mentoring that may not be as important 
with adult apprentices.  

With youth apprentices, the relationship building process is more 
important, as the mentor will be modeling what it means to be a 
professional to an apprentice who may never have had such a role model. 
The mentor is teaching, coaching, and modeling skills to a youth 
apprentice in four areas: 

1. Technical skills – those required to master the occupation
2. Problem-solving skills – how to apply prior learning to new situations
3. Social interaction – how to work on a team and interact with

colleagues and families

4. Personal behaviors – building confidence in being a competent,

successful apprentice and educator

Communication with a youth apprentice is vitally important. It’s 
unavoidable that the mentor is there to assess the apprentice’s work. 
How that’s done makes all the difference. 

• Be constructive; use questions rather than give commands. Harsh
words will discourage and cause a youth apprentice to stop listening.

• Help the apprentice learn to evaluate their own work by guiding them
completing the self-reflection sheet.

• Help the apprentice understand that uncertainty is to be expected and
is a natural part of learning. Practice active listening.
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o When you’re engaged with an apprentice, give the apprentice
your full attention.

o Listen to what the apprentice says and ask questions if you’re
not sure.

o Highlight strengths. Mentoring youth apprentices requires a
careful balance between guidance and encouragement. While
constructive feedback is essential for growth, feedback not
focusing on the apprentice’s assets can lead to
discouragement. Young apprentices, often new to professional
environments, are still developing their confidence, skills, and
resilience. For example, instead of "That lesson didn’t go well,"
say, "What do you think worked well in that lesson, and what
would you adjust next time?"

o Give the apprentice every chance to say more before you
contribute.

Effective strategies for mentoring youth apprentices 

One of the most important aspects of mentorship is being intentional about 
engagement. A great mentor doesn’t just offer advice when needed, they 
take the time to plan and organize their interactions, ensuring that each 
meeting or discussion has a clear focus. Whether it’s helping an apprentice 
reflect on a lesson or practice a new skill, structured engagement shows 
that the mentor is invested in their apprentice’s success.  

Active listening and encouragement are also essential. Instead of simply 
providing answers, mentors should ask thoughtful questions that promote 
critical thinking, helping the apprentice learn to analyze situations and 
make informed decisions. Encouragement goes a long way in motivating 
youth, whether it’s celebrating small victories or reminding them that 
setbacks are valuable learning experiences. For example, if an apprentice 
is lacking confidence with the whole group during morning meeting, the 
mentor might acknowledge their effort while offering strategies to build 
confidence, such as working with small groups of children until they gain 
more confidence.  
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Beyond skill development, mentors play a crucial role in building an 
apprentice’s confidence and self-esteem. Many young apprentices 
experience self-doubt as they navigate new responsibilities. A mentor can 
help by highlighting their strengths, providing constructive feedback in a 
positive manner, and encouraging them to take on challenges with a 
growth mindset.  

Confidentiality and trust are foundational to a successful mentoring 
relationship. Apprentices should feel safe discussing concerns or 
uncertainties without fear of judgment. A mentor must establish clear 
boundaries around confidentiality, ensuring that discussions remain private 
unless a situation requires outside intervention.  

Lastly, evaluation and follow-up are important components of effective 
mentorship. Regularly checking in on an apprentice’s progress, revisiting 
previous discussions, and offering continued support helps reinforce 
learning and accountability. A mentor who follows up on a previous area of 
growth, asks about an apprentice’s progress with competencies, or 
provides resources for further development demonstrates commitment to 
their growth.  
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Mentoring Adult Apprentices 

Adult apprentices in the ECE RAP are those who bring some level of work 
experience to the apprenticeship, even if not in the field of early childhood 
education. Adults have different life experiences, learning styles, and 
social skills that should be considered when mentoring.  

Best practices in coaching adult apprentices 

• Start by describing the context of the task, in relation to a
competency, then follow with specific examples and instructions on
completing the task and moving towards mastery of the competency.

• Don’t flood the apprentice with information. Apprentices can only
absorb so much at a time, so emphasize what’s most important.

o The monthly and quarterly competency trackers help you to not
only track your apprentice’s mastery of the competencies and
areas for growth but also help you plan targeted support in
manageable increments. By regularly reviewing these trackers,
you can identify patterns, adjust your mentoring strategy, and
ensure steady progress without overwhelming them.

• Ask open-ended questions.
o Adult learners benefit from drawing on past experiences. Tailor

your open-ended questions as such. For example, “What
connections do you see between this competency and your
past experiences?” or “What are some things that you
appreciated about your past mentors?”

• Ensure that what you’re communicating is what the apprentice is
hearing and understanding. Communication is a two-way street.

o In the ECE RAP, this could be applied while providing feedback
or working toward a new skill. For example, you might guide an
adult learner to use their existing knowledge as a check for
understanding. This might sound like, “Can you summarize how
you understand Competency 2.1 in your own words?” or “How
do you see Competency 1.3 applying to your work?”

• When tasks are complex, break them down into key steps and
summarize the context of each point.
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o Adult learners are more apt to process complex information but
benefit from understanding the "why" behind each step. Instead
of just listing steps, provide context and allow them to reflect.
For example, in the ECE RAP, when training an apprentice
on child observation and assessment, break it down into key
steps:

§ Observe: Watch the child in a natural setting and take
notes.

§ Document: Record observations with specific, objective
language.

§ Analyze: Identify patterns in behavior or development.
§ Plan: Use observations to adjust teaching strategies.
§ Communicate: Share findings with families and

colleagues.
o Then, check for understanding by asking, "Which of these steps

do you feel most confident in, and which one do you think
needs more practice?" This approach helps adult learners
process information in manageable parts while encouraging
self-reflection.

• With few exceptions, most tasks have multiple paths to successful
and safe execution. During observations, make note of the steps the
apprentice took and discuss during check-ins. Be open to learning
yourself from the path the apprentice takes.

Mentoring Strategies 

Mentors support learning by prioritizing the needs of the apprentice. 
Effective mentoring involves adapting the approach to best suit the 
learner. Utilizing strategies such as asking insightful questions, rephrasing 
ideas, summarizing key points, recognizing moments of silence, and 
practicing reflective listening can enhance the mentoring experience.  

When discussing the apprentice’s self-reflection notes and your 
observations noted on monthly tracking sheets, try some of these 
strategies and note which ones best suit the apprentice. For instance, does 
asking questions help the apprentice dive deeper into their self-reflection of 
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how successful a lesson was and things they could try differently next 
time? 

Ask questions 

Questions encourage learning by allowing others to reflect. Use 
questions to engage the apprentice in the conversation. 

• Ask questions that stimulate reflection. For example, “Could you tell
me a little more about what you mean by …?”

• Ask specific questions that draw on your apprentice’s unique thinking
and learning style. For example, “That seems logical, but let’s take a
moment to brainstorm some other possibilities.” “It sounds like you
have a lot of good options! Is there one that you really resonate
with?”

Reformulate statements 

By restating what apprentices have expressed, we not only enhance 
our own understanding but also prompt them to listen to and reflect on 
their own thoughts and insights. This offers an opportunity for further 
clarification: 

• Paraphrase what you heard. For example, “I think what I heard you
saying is …”

• Continue the process of rephrasing and paraphrasing until you clearly
understand, and the apprentice is no longer adding new information.

Summarize 

Summarizing what you’ve learned during a session reinforces the 
learning. It also serves as a reminder of what has transpired and acts as 
a way to check assumptions. 

• Share the content of what you have heard, learned, or accomplished.
For example, “We’ve spent our time today doing….During that time 
we….As a result, we achieved the following outcomes….” 

• Omit judgements and opinions when you summarize. For example, “I
understand you to say….Is that correct?” 
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• Deal with the facts of the situation, not the emotions. For example,
“So, I’m hearing three things. Is that right?”

Listen for the silence 

Silence provides an opportunity for learning. Some people require quiet 
moments to process their thoughts. However, silence may also signal 
uncertainty, disengagement, or even physical discomfort. 

• Don’t be afraid of silence.
• Encourage silence.
• Use the silence as an opportunity for reflection. For example, “I notice

that whenever we started to talk about….you get kind of quiet. I’m
wondering what this is about.”

Listen reflectively 

We often hear words without truly listening. Reflective listening 
involves noticing silence, interpreting nonverbal cues, and acting as a 
mirror to help the apprentice gain deeper self-awareness. 

• Be authentic. For example, “What I’d like to see is….” 
• Clarify – “What do you mean by?”
• Provide feedback.

Collaboration 

Collaboration is a cornerstone of effective mentoring relationships, offering 
numerous benefits to both mentors and apprentices. By engaging in open 
communication and shared learning, both parties can achieve more 
together than individually. Incorporating collaboration into mentoring fosters 
continuous learning and development, benefiting both individuals and 
organizations. Furthermore, collaboration in mentoring relationships 
enhances communication skills, empathy, and emotional intelligence, all of 
which are vital for effective leadership and team dynamics. There are 
several strategies to foster effective collaboration. 
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Establish a supportive and trusting environment: Create a safe
space where apprentices feel comfortable sharing their areas for growth 
and aspirations. Mentors can set the tone by practicing active listening, 
demonstrating empathy, and maintaining confidentiality. This foundation of 
trust encourages open communication and mutual respect.  

Set clear goals and expectations: Collaboratively define specific,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and timely (SMART) goals. This clarity 
ensures both parties are aligned and working towards common objectives, 
enhancing the focus and effectiveness of the mentoring relationship.  

Encourage open and honest communication: Foster an
environment where both mentor and apprentice feel comfortable 
expressing their thoughts and feedback. Regular check-ins and open 
dialogues help in addressing concerns promptly and maintaining a healthy, 
collaborative relationship.  

Share knowledge and expertise: Mentors should actively share their
experiences, insights, and resources. This exchange not only aids the 
apprentice's development but also enriches the mentor's perspective, 
creating a mutually beneficial learning experience.  

Equalize status to foster collaboration: Mentors can build trust and
promote collaboration by engaging in shared vulnerability, such as 
discussing past challenges they've overcome. This approach helps to 
equalize the power dynamic and encourages a more open, collaborative 
relationship.  

Provide and receive feedback: Constructive feedback is vital for growth.
Mentors should offer thoughtful, timely, and candid feedback, and be open 
to receiving feedback from apprentices. This two-way exchange fosters 
mutual development and strengthens the collaborative bond.  
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Honest Feedback 
Honest feedback is a cornerstone of effective mentoring, shaping the 
growth and development of apprentices while fostering strong, trusting 
relationships. While praise and encouragement are essential, constructive 
and candid feedback ensures that apprentices gain clarity, self-
awareness, and the ability to make informed decisions about their 
personal and professional development. 

  Clarifying expectations 

One of the biggest challenges apprentices face is understanding what is 
expected of them in their roles. Without clear guidance, they may struggle 
to meet expectations or feel uncertain about their progress. Honest 
feedback helps eliminate ambiguity and provides a clear roadmap for 
success. For example, a young apprentice in early childhood education 
might assume that keeping children entertained is their primary goal. 
However, through candid discussions, a mentor can clarify that 
engagement should also support learning objectives, such as developing 
fine motor skills or improving social interactions. By setting clear 
expectations, the apprentice gains a better understanding of their role and 
can align their efforts with the competencies. 

  Facilitating personal and professional growth 

Feedback is not just about pointing out mistakes, it is about helping 
apprentices develop the skills needed to improve and succeed. 
Feedback, when delivered effectively, highlights areas for growth while 
offering guidance on how to improve. It should be asset-based.  

  Building trust and strengthening relationships 

A mentoring relationship thrives on mutual trust, and honest, open 
communication is key to building that foundation. When mentors provide 
thoughtful, constructive feedback, apprentices feel supported rather than 
judged. They understand that the mentor’s goal is to help them succeed. 

For example, a mentor working with an apprentice might notice that they 
hesitate to ask questions out of fear of appearing inexperienced. By 
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creating a safe space for feedback, the mentor can encourage open 
dialogue by saying, “I want you to feel comfortable asking anything, no 
matter how small. Every great early childhood educator started where you 
are now, and learning from experience is part of the journey.” This 
reassures the apprentice that feedback is about growth, not judgment, 
fostering a stronger and more open mentoring relationship. 

Encouraging self-awareness 

Honest feedback does more than correct mistakes, it encourages self-
reflection and helps apprentices become more aware of their strengths 
and areas for growth. When apprentices regularly receive insightful 
feedback, they begin to analyze their own behaviors, choices, and 
approaches, leading to more intentional personal and professional growth.  

For instance, a mentor might ask an apprentice after a lesson, “How do 
you think the students responded to your instruction today? What worked 
well, and what could be adjusted?” Instead of immediately pointing out 
areas for improvement, this approach encourages the apprentice to 
assess their own performance. Over time, they develop the ability to 
critique their own work, making them more independent and proactive in 
their growth. 
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Feedback Tips 

What to do How to do it Examples 
Point to specific behavior 
or action. 

State your observations in 
as objective and specific a 
way as possible. Think 
about what a camera 
would capture. 

“I noticed that you…” 

“When you did this…” 

Align your feedback with 
your apprentice’s needs 
and learning goals. 

Provide real-time 
feedback. Make it usable 
and realistic. Offer 
concrete, practical steps 
and options. 

“I have a few ideas that 
might help.” 

“What works for me is…” 

Share your own relevant 
experience. 

When you talk about your 
own experience, set the 
context. Be descriptive so 
the apprentice can see the 
parallels. 

“In my experience, which 
was…, I found that….” 

Use a tone of respect, 
especially when you and 
your apprentice see things 
differently. 

Take care not to 
undermine your 
apprentice’s self-esteem. 

“I appreciate that you are 
trying to give me another 
point of view.” 

“I’m curious about…” 

Provide feedback about 
behavior that the 
apprentice can do 
something about. 

Stay with the apprentice’s 
behavior and try to walk in 
their shoes. 

“Tell me about the impact 
of the behavior….” 

How might someone else 
see that behavior?” 
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The Mentoring Cycle 

For new mentors or those who have mentored without formal guidance, 
the knowledge that mentoring relationships have a predictable structure 
can be liberating: 

Phase 1: Preparing 
Phase 2: Negotiating 
Phase 3: Enabling Growth 
Phase 4: Coming to Closure 

These phases follow a logical and sequential progression, often 
represented as a continuous cycle. Rather than being strictly defined by 
time or psychological markers, each phase is identified by the behaviors 
and actions necessary to advance through the stages. This structure 
helps you understand your current position, your next steps, and the 
direction needed for growth. 
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Preparing 
The preparation phase is a time for exploration. Since every mentoring 
relationship is distinct, you and your apprentice should use this period to 
establish a foundation by having meaningful conversations, building trust, 
and gaining insight into each other's backgrounds and perspectives.  

When you first meet your apprentice, you and your apprentice should both 
clearly define expectations and roles. This is crucial for fostering an 
effective mentoring relationship. Ask your apprentice what they hope to 
gain from this experience, if they have any previous experience with young 
children, and if they are considering a possible career in the early 
childhood field. Take this opportunity to reflect on your motivation and 
preparedness to mentor this individual. Evaluate your mentoring skills to 
identify areas for growth and professional development. 

Negotiating
The negotiation phase is the strategic stage of the mentoring relationship, 
where both partners align on learning objectives and outline the structure 
and process of their collaboration. While this phase involves setting goals 
and developing a plan, building the relationship goes beyond simply 
formalizing an agreement. 

At the core of the negotiation phase is the development of a mutual 
understanding regarding assumptions, expectations, goals, and needs. 
This process involves open dialogue about key aspects of the mentoring 
relationship, including ground rules, confidentiality, boundaries, and 
emotional triggers, topics that are often overlooked due to their complexity. 
Addressing these elements early on helps establish clear boundaries and 
fosters a strong foundation of trust. 

The negotiation phase can also be seen as the "detail phase," where both 
partners collaboratively define the specifics of the mentoring relationship. 
This includes determining meeting logistics, clarifying responsibilities, 
establishing success criteria, ensuring accountability, and outlining the 
process for concluding the partnership.  
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Mentors should meet with apprentices during this phase to plan meeting 
dates and agendas for the monthly and quarterly tracking meetings. This 
is the time to go over the competencies with the apprentice and ask what 
questions they have about their responsibilities. All details of the 
apprenticeship should be clear to both the mentor and apprentice. Ask 
questions to check for an understanding of responsibilities and who will do 
what. For instance, “I will.... You will....” Record notes from this initial 
meeting so that both you and your apprentice can refer to responsibilities 
and expectations at any time throughout the apprenticeship.  

Enabling Growth 
The enabling growth phase, often referred to as the "work phase," is where 
the bulk of interaction and collaboration between mentoring partners 
occurs. In the ECE RAP, this is the stage where apprentices shift
from learning foundational concepts to applying them in real-world, child-
serving, learning environments. The focus shifts from goal setting to 
actively working toward achieving competencies. While this phase 
presents the greatest opportunity for fostering learning and development, it 
is also when the relationship is most susceptible to challenges that can 
disrupt progress, even if those challenges and objectives have been 
clearly defined. Each mentoring relationship must navigate its own path, 
maintaining a strong foundation of trust to ensure a meaningful experience 
and promote continuous learning. 

During this phase, the mentor's primary responsibility is to support learning 
by fostering an open, supportive, and encouraging environment. This 
includes offering timely, insightful, and constructive feedback. Both mentor 
and apprentice should actively track the learning process and progress to 
ensure that the apprentice's goals are being successfully achieved. 
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Coming to Closure 
Closing the mentoring relationship is more than just reaching the end; it is 
a chance for both mentor and apprentice to reflect on and celebrate their 
successful completion of the competencies outlined in the ECE RAP. This 
process follows a natural progression: beginning, middle, and conclusion, 
which mirrors the apprentice’s development in the early childhood field. 
These are all essential for a meaningful and fulfilling closure. 

In the ECE RAP, effective closure involves assessing, recognizing, and 
celebrating the accomplishment of mastering competencies such as 
maintaining a safe environment or implementing intentional and 
appropriate learning experiences for children. Recognizing the apprentice’s 
strengths and areas for continued development can be done through a final 
competency review that shows their progress. As you highlight an 
apprentice’s strengths and improvements, celebrate these achievements 
with your apprentice.  

Both mentors and apprentices gain value from this process, as it provides 
an opportunity to reflect on their growth and apply the insights gained to 
future relationships and experiences. The mentor can ask reflective 
questions, such as: 

• "How do you feel about the progress you've made with creating
developmentally appropriate lessons or informal assessments of
learning?"

• "What are your next steps in applying these competencies to your

future roles?"
By celebrating and reflecting on these achievements, both the mentor and 
apprentice can apply the knowledge and skills gained to future teaching 
and learning experiences, ensuring that the apprentice is ready to 
continue growing within the field of early childhood education. 
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Meeting the Competencies 
Observation 

Mentors should become familiar with the ECE RAP competencies, which 
were developed in alignment with the standards set by the U.S. 
Department of Labor and adapted specifically for Indiana's ECE RAP. 
Mentors can either print them off and attach them to a physical clipboard 
or have them opened on a computer ready to type notes. As mentors 
observe their apprentices, they should make note of what apprentices are 
doing well and what they need support in mastering.

When observing your apprentice, it’s essential to focus on several key 
areas to provide effective guidance and support. Here are some aspects 
to consider: 

• Skill Development
o Technical proficiency performing job-specific tasks
o Application of knowledge

• Problem-Solving
o Do they take initiative, proactively identify issues, and

seek solutions?

• Time management and Organization
o Task prioritization
o Do they efficiently complete tasks within set timelines?

• Compliance
o Do they follow established safety guidelines and

procedures?

• Professionalism
o Note punctuality, attire, and adherence to workplace

procedures.
o Communication and interactions with colleagues and

families



Indiana	Early	Childhood	Education	Registered	Teacher	Apprenticeship	Program 

33 

When recording observation notes, it’s important to include both 
strengths that can be celebrated and areas that need added support. 
Feedback should be actionable.  

Assessment 
Mentors should use various types of evidence to make decisions 
about whether their apprentice has successfully mastered the 
competencies.  

• Direct observation
• Work samples
• Apprentice self-assessments
• Formal and informal communication
• Apprentice feedback

This is where a clipboard or having the competencies open on a computer 
will help. Work samples could include any lesson planning, teaching 
strategy development, or content creation that apprentices engage with. 
Mentors can take pictures of the apprentices working with children and 
record direct quotes of the language they use during child interactions as 
additional types of evidence. The apprentice’s professional philosophy 
statement could also be included as evidence. Finally, apprentices will 
submit a monthly self-reflection using the "Apprentice Monthly Self 
Reflection" form template that mentors can use to understand where their
apprentices feel they are and design discussions to reach a mutual 
understanding. 
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Tracking and Documentation 
You will use the following as guides to track the apprentice’s 
progress in the competencies (Appendix A).

ECE Apprentice Competency Checklist

Objective: To ensure consistent monitoring of apprentice progress in
required competencies. 

Process:

1. Discussion schedule: Mentors will meet with apprentices frequently to
discuss progress toward competency mastery and complete the
tracking sheet.

2. Competency focus: While all competencies should be addressed
throughout the apprenticeship, mentors can focus on specific
competencies during each discussion.This allows for a more
comprehensive focus on individual areas of development.

3. Evidence collection: Mentors will document evidence of apprentice
competency mastery throughout the year. This evidence can include,
but is not limited to:

• Direct Observation: Witnessing the apprentice successfully
perform a task or skill.

• Work Samples: Reviewing completed assignments, projects, or
work products.

• Self-Assessment: Reviewing the apprentice's self-reflection on
their progress and areas for additional support.

• Feedback: Collecting feedback from the apprentice on their
learning experience and challenges.

4. Documentation: Mentors will record their observations on the
Apprentice Competency Checklist. This will be accessible to both the
mentor and apprentice.
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5. Feedback: Mentors will provide constructive feedback to the
apprentice, highlighting strengths and areas that need support.

6. Submission: Upon completion of form, upload to the apprentice’s
secure ECE RAP folder.

Important notes:

• Mentors should use professional judgment to determine the most
appropriate evidence in their environment for each competency.

• Open communication and collaboration between the mentor and
apprentice are essential for a successful progress monitoring
process.

• Be supportive and encouraging! Use constructive criticism and
provide specific, actionable feedback. Celebrate successes!
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Build and Cultivate Mentoring Relationships 

Emotional Support and Encouragement 

Providing emotional support and encouragement is a crucial component 
of a successful mentoring relationship. Mentors who offer emotional 
guidance can help their apprentices navigate areas for growth, build 
confidence, and develop resilience in their personal and professional 
lives. Here are several key ways mentors can provide emotional support 
and encouragement, along with their benefits: 

Establishing a foundation of trust 

Trust is the cornerstone of any effective mentoring relationship. 
Apprentices need to feel that they can confide in their mentors without 
fear of judgment.   

• How to build trust:
o Maintain confidentiality.
o Be consistent and reliable in your support.
o Show empathy and actively listen to their concerns.
o Be open and honest in your communication.

• Why it matters:
o A strong foundation of trust encourages apprentices to share

their challenges, seek advice, and remain engaged in the
mentorship process.

o Research has shown that trust in mentoring relationships leads
to greater career satisfaction and professional growth.

Offering encouragement and positive reinforcement 

Many apprentices struggle with self-doubt, especially when facing new 
challenges. Encouragement from a mentor can boost their confidence and 
help them recognize their potential.   
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o Acknowledge and celebrate their achievements, big or small.
o Offer positive reinforcement when they make progress or take

initiative.
o Provide constructive feedback in a way that builds confidence

rather than discourages

• Why it matters:
o Apprentices who receive regular encouragement are more

likely to persist through difficulties and stay motivated.
o Positive reinforcement fosters resilience and a growth

mindset.
Providing perspective and guidance 

Apprentices often experience stress, setbacks, or uncertainty in their 
academic or professional journeys. A mentor can help them see the 
bigger picture and develop problem-solving skills.   

• How to offer guidance:
o Share personal experiences and lessons learned.
o Help them reframe setbacks as learning opportunities.
o Encourage them to focus on long-term goals rather than short-

term obstacles.

• Why it matters:
o Learning to manage difficulties with a positive outlook fosters

adaptability and emotional intelligence.
o Apprentices develop a sense of agency and problem-solving

skills that benefit them throughout their careers.

Being available and approachable 

An apprentice needs to feel comfortable reaching out for advice or support. 
Mentors should make an effort to be accessible and approachable. 

• Ways to be available:
o Schedule regular check-ins, even if they are brief.

• Ways to provide encouragement:
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o Be responsive to messages or emails.
o Encourage open dialogue and create a judgment-free space.

• Why it matters:

o Consistent support strengthens the mentoring relationship and
ensures that apprentices feel valued.

o Research indicates that strong mentor availability leads to
better career readiness and professional success.

Helping apprentices develop emotional resilience 

Emotional resilience is the ability to adapt and bounce back from 
setbacks. Mentors play a key role in helping apprentices cultivate this 
skill. 

• How to build resilience:

o Encourage self-reflection to help apprentices understand their
strengths and areas for growth.

o Provide coping strategies for handling stress or disappointment.
o Foster a sense of independence by encouraging them to take

initiative and solve problems.

• Why it matters:

o Resilience is a crucial trait for long-term success in any field.
o Studies show that mentorship helps individuals develop greater

emotional resilience, leading to improved career satisfaction
and personal fulfillment.
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o Demonstrate empathy and perspective-taking in conversations.
o Handle conflicts or disagreements with professionalism and

respect.

• Why it matters:

o Apprentices who observe emotionally intelligent mentors are
more likely to develop those skills themselves.

o Emotional intelligence contributes to strong leadership and
effective teamwork.

Create a Learning Partnership 
Establishing a successful mentoring partnership involves deliberate 
planning and active engagement from both the mentor and apprentice. 
Here are key steps to create an effective mentoring relationship.

Defining clear objectives and expectations 

The first step in a strong mentoring partnership is setting clear and 
measurable goals. One of the best ways to do this is by establishing 
SMART goals: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Timely. 
Collaborating on these objectives ensures that both the mentor and 
apprentice are aligned and working toward common outcomes. 

In addition to goal setting, defining roles and responsibilities is crucial. A 
mentor's role is to provide guidance, feedback, and resources, while the 
apprentice should take ownership of their growth, setting agendas, and 
actively engaging in discussions. For instance, a mentor might guide an 
apprentice in lesson planning but encourage them to develop their own 
lesson and present it independently, fostering self-reliance.  

• How to Model Emotional Intelligence:

o Show self-awareness and regulate emotions in challenging
situations.

Modeling emotional intelligence and professionalism 

A mentor’s behavior serves as an example for their apprentice. 
Demonstrating emotional intelligence and professionalism can help 
apprentices develop these essential skills. 
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Establishing open and consistent communication 

For mentorship to be effective, regular communication is essential. 
Scheduling consistent meetings ensures that both parties stay on track with 
goals and can discuss progress, challenges, and insights. 

Additionally, creating an environment for honest dialogue encourages open 
feedback and transparent discussions. Apprentices should feel comfortable 
sharing their struggles and achievements, while mentors should offer 
constructive, supportive guidance. A mentor who reassures a apprentice by 
saying, “It’s normal to have challenging days. What do you think went well,
and what would you adjust next time?” helps create a safe space for 
learning. 

Building mutual trust and respect 

Trust is the foundation of a strong mentoring relationship, and it is built 
through reliability and consistency. Both mentor and apprentice must honor 
commitments, ensuring that scheduled meetings happen and that both are 
engaged in the process. A mentor who regularly checks in, follows up on 
discussions, and provides ongoing support strengthens the apprentice’s 
confidence and trust in the partnership.  

Additionally, empathy and understanding are essential. Every apprentice 
comes from a unique background with different experiences and 
challenges. A mentor who recognizes this and offers support tailored to the 
apprentice’s needs fosters a positive and respectful learning environment. 
For example, if an apprentice is balancing work, school, and their 
apprenticeship, a mentor might provide flexibility in scheduling and offer 
strategies for managing time effectively.  

Developing a structured mentoring plan 

A well-structured mentoring relationship benefits from organized meetings 
and clear milestones. Setting meeting agendas in advance ensures that 
discussions remain focused and productive. Instead of vague 
conversations, a mentor and apprentice might plan to discuss how to 
assess development in a play-based learning activity.  
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Encouraging active participation and feedback 

For mentorship to be effective, the apprentice must be an active participant 
in their learning journey. Encouraging apprentices to take initiative in 
setting agendas, asking questions, and identifying areas where they need 
guidance fosters independence. For example, instead of the mentor 
directing every meeting, the apprentice might come prepared with specific 
topics like child guidance or student engagement strategies they want to 
explore.  

Providing constructive feedback is another key aspect of growth. A good 
mentor offers honest, tactful evaluations while maintaining encouragement 
and support. If an apprentice struggles with giving clear instructions to 
children, instead of saying, “You weren’t clear enough,” a mentor might 
say, “I noticed that some children seemed unsure about the activity. What 
adjustments could you make to clarify directions next time?” This method 
keeps feedback solution-oriented and empowering.  

As you observe your apprentice, think back to your initial meeting and what 
your apprentice wants to accomplish during this apprenticeship. Determine 
the best ways to help your apprentice improve if those specific areas as 
well as areas of growth seen in the competencies. These conversations 
can only occur if you’ve cultivated a strong learning partnership. 

Navigating Difficult Conversations in Mentorship 
Difficult conversations are an inevitable and essential part of mentorship, 
fostering growth, self-awareness, and resilience in apprentices. While 
these discussions can be challenging, they offer valuable opportunities to 
address concerns, provide guidance, and strengthen the mentor-apprentice 
relationship. Successfully managing these conversations requires 
thoughtful preparation, clear communication, active listening, and a 
commitment to ongoing support.  

Preparation: Laying the groundwork for a constructive discussion

Before engaging in a difficult conversation, it is important to prepare 
thoroughly to ensure the discussion is productive and solution oriented. 
The first step is to clearly identify the issue that needs to be addressed. 
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Mentors should consider the impact of the situation on the apprentice’s 
growth and professional development and be ready to discuss it in a way 
that encourages reflection rather than defensiveness.  

For example, if an apprentice consistently arrives late to meetings or 
struggles with completing tasks on time, the mentor should reflect on how 
this behavior affects their progress in competencies. Instead of addressing 
the issue reactively, the mentor can plan the conversation thoughtfully, 
outlining the key points to discuss and anticipating how the apprentice 
might respond. Use the apprentice’s self-reflection form, your observation 
notes, artifacts collected, the Quarterly Competency Assessment form, and 
the Apprentice Monthly Progress tracker to support this conversation.

Creating a supportive environment

Difficult conversations require an atmosphere of trust and openness. 
Choosing the right setting can make all the difference. Selecting a private 
and comfortable space, free from distractions, allows the apprentice to feel 
secure enough to engage openly without fear of judgment. For example, if 
a mentor needs to discuss an apprentice’s struggles with child guidance, 
holding the conversation in a quiet, neutral space rather than in a busy 
staff room can help ensure a constructive and focused discussion.  

Setting a positive tone is also crucial. Beginning the conversation with 
affirming statements such as acknowledging the apprentice’s progress or 
strengths helps reinforce that the discussion is about growth, not criticism. 
For instance, instead of starting with, “You’ve been struggling with lesson 
engagement,” a mentor might say, “I’ve noticed how much effort you put 
into your lessons. Let’s talk about some strategies to help keep students 
engaged throughout the entire lesson.” This approach frames the 
conversation in a way that encourages collaboration and problem-solving 
rather than defensiveness.  

Communicating with clarity and empathy

A great mentor knows how to be direct while remaining compassionate. 
Addressing the issue with clarity and sincerity, without sugarcoating or 
over-explaining, allows the apprentice to understand the concern and its 
impact. At the same time, empathy is key and acknowledging the 
apprentice’s perspective helps build trust and mutual 
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understanding. For instance, instead of saying, “You’re not engaging with 
children enough,” a mentor could say, “I noticed that some children seemed 
disengaged during your last lesson. What are some strategies you think 
might help increase interaction?”  

Using “I” statements instead of accusatory language ensures that feedback 
is constructive rather than confrontational. Rather than saying, 
“You always interrupt children when they speak,” a mentor could say, “I’ve 
noticed that children sometimes don’t have the chance to finish their 
thoughts. Let’s talk about strategies to encourage more student 
participation.”  

Active listening: Encouraging open dialogue

A productive conversation is not one-sided; mentors must create space for 
apprentices to share their perspectives. Encouraging open dialogue allows 
apprentices to process feedback, express their thoughts, and collaborate in 
finding solutions. For instance, if an apprentice is struggling with child 
guidance, a mentor might ask, “How do you feel when students become 
disruptive? What strategies have you tried so far?” rather than assuming 
they haven't made an effort.  

Additionally, validating the apprentice’s emotions, even if they are 
defensive or frustrated, can help ease tension and keep the conversation 
productive rather than confrontational. An apprentice who feels 
overwhelmed might say, “I’m trying my best, but I don’t know what else to 
do.” A mentor can respond, “I completely understand that this is 
challenging. Let’s work together on a few small changes that might make a 
big difference.” This is another opportunity to use the apprentice’s self-
reflection forms in the conversation.  

Collaborating on solutions

Rather than simply identifying the issue, a great mentor works with the 
apprentice to find actionable solutions. Brainstorming together gives the 
apprentice ownership of the process, making them more likely to commit to 
improvements. If an apprentice struggles with time management, a mentor 
might say, “Let’s explore some strategies that might help you manage your 
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workload more effectively. Would setting small daily goals or using a 
planner work for you?”  

Once a plan is in place, it is essential to set clear expectations and 
timelines for improvement. If an apprentice needs to improve 
communication with colleagues, a mentor might set a goal: “Over the next 
month, try initiating at least one conversation with a colleague after team 
meetings. We can check in during our next meeting to see how it’s going.” 

Following up: Ensuring progress and continued support

A difficult conversation should never be the end of the discussion. Rather, it 
should be the beginning of a period of growth. Scheduling follow-up 
meetings reinforces the idea that mentorship is a continuous process, not 
just a one-time critique. Ongoing support is also vital. If an apprentice is 
making progress, acknowledging their efforts and reinforcing positive 
changes helps motivate them to continue improving. Look through previous 
observation notes, tracking forms, and the apprentice’s self-reflections and 
point out areas of growth.  

Understanding our beliefs about conversations is essential because when 
our actions do not align with our values, others may question our 
authenticity. The Better Conversations (Knight, 2016) approach is built 
upon six core beliefs that serve as the foundation for effective interactions. 
These beliefs include: 

1. I see conversation partners as equals. We do not see ourselves as
better than others and our way of interacting shows that we see value
in other people.

2. I want to hear what others have to say. We view conversations as a
chance to gain insight into others' perspectives and learn from their
experiences.

3. I believe people should have a lot of autonomy. We understand that
(a) a lack of choice often leads to resistance, and (b) because our
identity is shaped by the decisions we make, limiting choice can
diminish a sense of autonomy and individuality.
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4. I don’t judge others. When engaging with others or observing their
actions, I strive to avoid the urge to diminish them through criticism.
Passing judgment creates an imbalance, positioning ourselves above
others while undermining their worth.

5. I believe conversation should be back and forth. I approach
conversations with humility, a willingness to learn, and an openness
to the possibility of being wrong. Embracing this mindset allows me to
express my thoughts confidently while creating a space where others
feel comfortable sharing their perspectives.

6. I believe conversation should be life-giving. I anticipate conversations
to be uplifting, positive, and productive. A meaningful discussion
should leave me feeling more inspired and affirmed.
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Sharing Expertise 
Technical Skills 
Sharing your technical expertise with your apprentice is a fundamental 
aspect of effective mentorship. To facilitate this process, consider the 
following strategies: 

Demonstrate and explain: Perform tasks while your apprentice 
observes, providing a clear example of the desired outcome. Articulate 
your thought process during tasks to help the apprentice understand the 
reasoning behind each step. 

Encourage hands-on practice: Allow the apprentice to perform tasks 
under your supervision, offering guidance and corrections as needed. 
Gradually increase the complexity of the tasks as the apprentice’s 
competence grows. 

Best Practices 
An important part of being a mentor is sharing industry insights and best 
practices in early childhood education. Keep the apprentice informed 
about current industry development and standards. Share experiences of 
common mistakes in the field and how to avoid them. Suggests articles, 
books, courses, or workshops that can enhance the apprentice’s 
knowledge.  

Demonstrate best practices 

• Active engagement: Show how to create interactive and participatory
learning experiences that captivate young children’s attention.

• Scaffolding: Illustrate how to support children’s learning by building on
their existing knowledge and gradually introducing more complex
concepts.
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Modeling effective teaching methods: Guiding apprentices through 
practice 

Modeling effective teaching methods is one of the most impactful ways a 
mentor can support an apprentice’s development. Rather than simply 
explaining instructional strategies, demonstrating them in action allows 
apprentices to observe, engage, and gradually take ownership of their 
teaching techniques. This process fosters confidence, competence, and 
the ability to apply best practices independently.  

Demonstrating with clarity 

A strong mentor makes their thinking visible by verbalizing why they are 
using a particular teaching method. This process, often referred to as 
“thinking aloud,” helps apprentices understand the decision-making and 
reasoning behind effective teaching.  

When introducing a literacy activity to preschoolers, a mentor might 
narrate their thought process to the apprentice: “I’m choosing a big book 
with large pictures because young children are drawn to visuals, and this 
helps them stay engaged while listening to the story. I’ll pause after each 
page to ask open-ended questions so the students can predict what 
happens next. This encourages critical thinking and participation.” 

Breaking down complex teaching tasks into manageable steps is another 
crucial strategy. Instead of expecting an apprentice to grasp an entire 
lesson structure at once, a mentor can demonstrate one step at a time, 
explaining each part thoroughly. By presenting each element separately, 
the apprentice gains a deeper understanding of each step before 
combining them into a seamless routine.  

This aligns with competency 2.5 Works towards planning learning 
activities that allow all children to feel included and competency 1.1 
Interacts with children according to their individual learning style and 
developmental period (from birth through age 8) with physical, cognitive, 
socio-emotional, and linguistic activities. 
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Providing guided practice

Observing a mentor is just the first step. True learning happens through 
guided practice. After demonstrating an instructional strategy, a mentor 
should allow the apprentice to practice it themselves, providing real-time 
support and constructive feedback. This aligns with competency 7.3
Utilizes adapted teaching methods and instructional materials, as modeled 
by supervisor, to meet the needs of all learners including children with 
exceptional needs and multilingual learners. 

If an apprentice is practicing leading a morning circle time, the mentor 
might first model it, then allow the apprentice to take the lead while offering 
encouragement and gentle corrections: “I loved how you made eye contact 
with the children. That helped keep them engaged. Next time, try adding a 
hand motion to your song to encourage participation.”

As the apprentice gains confidence and skill, the mentor should gradually 
release responsibility, stepping back to let the apprentice take more 
control. This transition from active guidance to independent execution 
ensures that the apprentice is prepared to teach effectively on their own. 
For example, in the beginning, a mentor might co-teach a small group 
activity with the apprentice. Over time, they might observe silently, offering 
feedback afterward, and eventually, allow the apprentice to lead 
independently with minimal intervention.  
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Reflective Practice as a Mentor 
Own Practice as an Educator 
Reflecting on your practice as an educator while serving as a mentor is 
crucial for personal growth and the effectiveness of the mentoring 
relationship. Here are several strategies to facilitate this reflective process: 

Engage in regular self-reflection 

Maintain a reflective journal to document your mentoring experiences, 
thoughts, and feelings. This practice can help you identify patterns in your 
behavior and areas for improvement. If you make this practice evident to 
your apprentice, this will also serve as modeling self reflection as your 
apprentice engages with the monthly self reflection form. 

Seek feedback from colleagues and apprentices 

Invite fellow educators to observe your mentoring sessions and provide 
constructive feedback. Encourage your apprentices to share their 
perspectives on your mentoring approach, fostering a two-way dialogue 
that can highlight strengths and areas needing adjustment. 

Participate in professional learning communities 

Join or form groups with other mentors to discuss challenges, share best 
practices, and collectively reflect on mentoring experiences. 

Set personal development goals 

Identify Areas for Growth. Based on your reflections, set specific, 
measurable goals to enhance your mentoring skills. Regularly assess 
your development towards these goals and adjust your strategies as 
needed. 

By implementing these strategies, you can deepen your self-awareness, 
improve your mentoring practices, and ultimately contribute more 
effectively to your apprentices' development. 
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Evaluating the Mentoring Partnership 
Complete this check-in periodically throughout the mentoring relationship. 

Today’s Date: Never Sometimes Most of 
the Time 

Always 

We meet regularly. 

We communicate schedule 
changes that may affect 
mentoring meetings. 

We check our assumptions. 

Our communication is clear, 
and misunderstandings are 
infrequent. 

Our meetings are relevant, 
focused, and meaningful. 

We respectfully 
acknowledge and address 
conflict when it occurs. 

We provide feedback 
regularly and make sure it 
is two-way. 

We check in with each 
other to make sure that we 
stay on track with the 
learning goals. 

We are conscientious about 
safeguarding confidentiality. 
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Self-Assessment

Self-reflection: Insights Gained Through Mentoring 

o What insights did you gain about yourself?

o What did you do well in the relationship?

o What could you have done better?

o What commitment are you willing to make to raise the bar on
your performance as a mentor?

o How are you going to measure the success of your
improvement goal?

o What did you learn that can carry over to other situations?
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Appendix A 

ECE Registered Apprenticeship Competencies 
* ECE RAP participants will focus on  ECE I CDA

ECE I 
CDA or TC 

ECE II 
AA or AS Degree 

ECE III 
BS Degree 

Job Function 1: Establishes and maintains a safe, caring, inclusive, and healthy learning 
environment 

1.1 Interacts with children 
according to their individual 
learning style and developmental 
period (from birth through age 8) 
with physical, cognitive, socio-
emotional, and linguistic activities 

1.1 Interacts with children 
according to their individual 
learning style and developmental 
period (from birth through age 8) 
with physical, cognitive, socio-
emotional, and linguistic activities 

1.1 Interacts with children 
according to their individual 
learning style and developmental 
period (from birth through age 8) 
with physical, cognitive, socio-
emotional, and linguistic activities 

1.2 Ensures each child’s family is 
represented in the classroom 

1.2 Ensures each child’s family is 
represented in the classroom and 
the child is represented in the 
environment 

1.2 Ensures that the learning 
environment is culturally 
responsive to children from a 
variety of different backgrounds 

1.3 Creates anecdotal notes to 
guide development of activities 
for children 

1.3 Creates anecdotal notes to 
guide development of activities for 
children and partners with the lead 
teacher to complete assessments 
for each child 

1.3 Creates anecdotal notes to 
guide development of activities 
for children and completes 
assessments for each child 

1.4 Takes cues from children 
when they are unwell or need 
help 

1.4 Takes cues from children 
when they are unwell or need help 

1.4 Takes cues from children 
when they are unwell or need 
help 

1.5 Acclimates children to the 
school environment so the 
transition between home and 
school is smooth 

1.5 Acclimates children to the 
school environment so the 
transition between home and 
school is smooth 

1.5 Acclimates children to the 
school environment so the 
transition between home and 
school is smooth 
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1.6 Maintains a safe and 
accessible environment 

1.6 Maintains a safe, accessible, 
and enriching environment 

1.6 Maintains a safe, accessible, 
and enriching environment with 
differentiated materials to include 
all skill levels 

1.7 Complies with state licensing 
requirements and company 
policies with regard to safety 
(health, cleaning, sanitation) 

1.7 Complies with state licensing 
requirements and company 
policies with regard to safety 
(health, cleaning, sanitation) 

1.7 Complies with state licensing 
requirements and company 
policies with regard to safety 
(health, cleaning, sanitation) 

1.8 Makes evidence-based 
decisions (from assessment data 
and documentation) to support 
each child based on their 
developmental needs 

Job Function 2: Plans and implements intentional, developmentally, culturally, and linguistically 
appropriate learning experiences 

2.1 Collaborates with other early 
childhood educators in 
the development and 
implementation of early learning 
activities 

2.1 Collaborates with other early 
childhood educators in the 
development and implementation 
of early learning activities and 
continuous improvement of early 
learning activities 

2.1 Collaborates with other early 
childhood educators in the 
development and implementation 
of early learning activities and 
continuous improvement of early 
learning activities 

2.2 Provides supports to help 
ensure children engage in 
activities with small groups and 
whole group 

2.2 Ensures individual activities 
are created based on child’s 
unique development determined 
by anecdotal notes and 
assessments 

2.2 Creates a schedule with an 
age-appropriate balance of 
individual, small group, and whole 
group activities and includes 
scaffolding for each child to 
support success to attain next 
skill level 

2.3 Reads, begins to understand, 
and follows state early learning 
guidelines, guidance from Head 
Start, public pre-k, and 
elementary education, and 
privately-owned childcare 

2.3 Reads, understands, and 
follows state early learning 
guidelines, guidance from Head 
Start, public pre-k, and elementary 
education, and privately-owned 
childcare 

2.3 Reads, understands, and 
follows state early learning 
guidelines, guidance from Head 
Start, public pre-k, and 
elementary education, and 
privately-owned childcare 
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2.4 Supports purposeful play in 
the environment with a focus on 
learning 

2.4 Supports purposeful play in 
the environment with a focus on 
learning and creates intentional 
activities and opportunities to 
engage children in purposeful play 

2.4 Plans and offers activities, 
purposeful play opportunities and 
educational programs which 
include key learning development 
areas 

2.5 Works towards planning 
learning activities that allow all 
children to feel included 

2.5 Works towards planning 
learning activities that allow all 
children to feel included 

2.5 Works towards planning 
learning activities that allow all 
children to feel included 

2.6 Guides and assists children in 
the development of positive 
interpersonal relationships 
between peers 

2.6 Guides and assists children in 
the development of positive 
interpersonal relationships 
between peers and models 
conversation, eating, dressing, 
sleeping, and toilet habits and 
personal care habits 

2.6 Offers early symbolic 
language with underpinnings in 
reading and math that is age 
appropriate and developmentally 
appropriate for each child 

2.7 Confers with other staff 
members to incorporate reflective 
supervision of children and 
feedback, and plan and offer 
opportunities for children’s growth 
and development 

2.8 Creates a proactive 
environment to encourage 
collaboration and conflict 
resolution 

Job Function 3: Observes, documents, and assesses children’s learning and development 

3.1 Supports the assessment of 
each child in the classroom by 
completing anecdotal notes on 
each child to document progress 
and opportunities for 
individualization 

3.1 Supports the assessment of 
each child in the classroom by 
completing anecdotal notes on 
each child to document progress 
and opportunities for 
individualization 

3.1 Assesses and celebrates 
each child’s unique variations to 
better design curriculum and 
instruction to support their 
development and learning needs 
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3.2 Observes and records work 
samples, including anecdotes, 
from children over time, including 
taking dictation of children’s 
reflections and ideas to show 
progress 

3.2 Observes and records work 
samples, including anecdotes, 
from children over time, including 
taking dictation of children’s 
reflections and ideas to show 
progress 

3.2 Observes and records work 
samples, including anecdotes, 
from children over time, including 
taking dictation of children’s 
reflections and ideas to show 
progress 

3.3 Uses approved assessments 
accurately and ethically 

3.3 Uses approved assessments 
accurately and ethically 

3.3 Uses approved assessments 
accurately and ethically 

3.4 Maintains accurate and 
coherent records and reports, 
and shares information only when 
appropriate 

3.4 Maintains accurate and 
coherent records and reports, and 
shares information only when 
appropriate 

3.4 Maintains accurate and 
coherent records and reports, and 
shares information only when 
appropriate 

3.5 Complies with relevant 
federal, state, and local 
requirements around mandated 
reporting and health and safety 

3.5 Complies with relevant 
federal, state, and local 
requirements around mandated 
reporting and health and safety 

3.5 Complies with relevant 
federal, state, and local 
requirements around mandated 
reporting and health and safety 

communities 

4.1 Learns about each child’s 
cultural background 

4.1 Learns about each child’s 
cultural background and does 
relevant research to better relate 
to them 

4.1 Creates an environment of 
inclusion for all families in the 
classroom by ensuring multiple 
cultures are equally represented 
in all areas including books, 
language and posters 

4.2 Respects and values parents
and/or caregivers as children’s 
first teachers  

4.2 Respects and values parents
and/or caregivers as children’s 
first teachers  

4.2 Respects and values parents
and/or caregivers as a member 
of the teaching team where their 
input is included in decisions 
related to planning for each child 

Job Function 4: Develops reciprocal, culturally responsive relationships with families and 
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4.3 Supports collaborative 
relationships with co-workers 
and service providers working 
with children 

4.3 Supports collaborative 
relationships with co-workers 
and service providers working with 
children 

4.3 Establishes and maintains 
collaborative relationships with 
co-workers and service providers 
working with children 

4.4 Works in partnership with 
parents and/or caregivers to help 
them advance, recognize, and 
value the contributions they make 
to the child’s health, well-being, 
learning, and development 

4.5 Discusses children’s progress 
and plans next stages in their 
learning with parents and/or 
caregivers 

Job Function 5: Advances and advocates for a diverse and effective early childhood education 
profession 

5.1 Understands and complies 
with company policies and ethical 
guidelines about inclusivity as 
applicable. 

5.1 Understands and complies 
with company policies and ethical 
guidelines  about inclusivity as 
applicable. 

5.1 Understands and complies 
with company policies and ethical 
guidelines  about inclusivity  as 
applicable. 

5.2 Maintains confidentiality of 
child information 

5.2 Maintains confidentiality of 
child information 

5.2 Maintains confidentiality of 
child information 

5.3 Communicates effectively, 
sensitively, and confidentially with 
apprentices, families, and 
colleagues of all backgrounds 

5.3 Communicates effectively, 
sensitively, and confidentially with 
apprentices, families, and 
colleagues of all backgrounds 

5.4 Promotes equality of 
opportunity and anti-discriminatory 
practices 

5.4 Promotes equality of 
opportunity and anti-
discriminatory practices 

5.5 Serves as an informed 
advocate for the early childhood 
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field 

5.6 Advocates for the needs of 
children and their families 

Job Function 6: Engages in reflective practice and continuous learning 

6.1 Takes advantage of available 
opportunities for professional 
development and continuous 
learning 

6.1 Takes advantage of available 
and identifies new opportunities 
for professional development and 
continuous learning 

6.1 Seeks professional 
development and resources 
specific to indicated areas of 
growth and relevant to special 
populations served including 
children with exceptional needs 
and multilingual learners 

6.2 Openly receives critique and 
feedback from mentor and 
supervisors, and improves 
practice under guidance of 
mentor 

6.2 Openly receives critique and 
feedback from peers and 
supervisors, and improves own 
practice as appropriate 

6.2 Seeks out and openly 
receives critique and feedback 
from peers and supervisors, and 
improves own practice as 
appropriate 

6.3 Models compassionate 
behavior 

6.3 Models and promotes 
compassionate behavior 

6.3 Models and promotes 
compassionate behavior and 
plans intentional activities to build 
compassion and empathy in the 
classroom community 

6.4 Maintains effective 
communication in a professional 
manner with peers, supervisors, 
parents, and community 

6.4 Maintains effective 
communication in a professional 
manner with peers, supervisors, 
parents, and community 

6.4 Maintains effective 
communication in a professional 
manner with peers, supervisors, 
parents, and community 

6.5 Engages in continuing 
professional development and 
reflective practice to improve own 
skills, practice, and subject 
knowledge 

Job Function 7: Meets the needs of all children by understanding and providing effective supports 

7.1 Reviews and understands 
how to implement the 
components of an IEP and ILP 

7.1 Reviews, understands, and 
implements the components of an 
IEP and ILP 

7.1 Reviews, understands, and 
implements the components of an 
IEP and ILP and assists the 
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Teacher of Record with IEP and 
ILP revisions 

7.2 Attends case conferences 
and parent-teacher conferences 

7.2 Contributes during case 
conferences and parent-teacher 
conferences and attends transition 
(First Steps to preschool/ 
preschool to kindergarten) 
meetings 

7.2 Contributes during case 
conferences and parent-teacher 
conferences and participates in 
transition (First Steps to 
preschool/ preschool to 
kindergarten) meetings 

7.3  Utilizes adapted teaching 
methods and instructional 
materials, as modeled by 
supervisor, to meet the needs of 
all learners including children with 
exceptional needs and 
multilingual learners 

7.3  Begins to identify and develop 
adapted teaching methods and 
instructional materials to meet the 
needs of all learners including 
children with exceptional needs 
and multilingual learners 

7.3  Identifies and develops 
adapted teaching methods and 
instructional materials to meet the 
needs of all learners including 
children with exceptional needs 
and multilingual learners 

7.4 Collaborates with specialists 
and provides students with 
exceptional needs with assistive 
devices, supportive technology, 
and assistance accessing 
facilities or materials as needed. 

7.4 Collaborates with specialists 
and provides students with 
exceptional needs with assistive 
devices, supportive technology, 
and assistance accessing facilities 
or materials as needed. 

7.4 Collaborates with specialists 
and provides students with 
exceptional needs with assistive 
devices, supportive technology, 
and assistance accessing 
facilities or materials as needed. 

Reference: https://www.apprenticeship.gov/. 


