
STEP 3: GET STARTED

STEP 1: WHAT IS YOUR GOAL?
(may select more than one)

GATEWAYS + DCFS LEAD TEACHER PATHWAY GUIDE
A Tool to Help Early Childhood Students Meet Their Goals

DCFS Lead 
Teacher Qualification

Associate’s Degree 
AAS

Bachelor’s Degree
BA

Master’s Degree
MA

Gateways Scholarship 
Funding

STEP 2: WHAT IS YOUR CURRENT STATUS?

A B C
NO DEGREE / 

SOME COLLEGE
COMPLETED 

ASSOCIATE’S DEGREE
COMPLETED BACHELOR’S 

DEGREE IN ANY FIELD

Goal: Associate’s Degree 
Enroll in the AAS Program

• Builds toward DCFS lead teacher 
qualifications and Gateways credentials

• Gateways eligible if  working in ECE
• Seamless pathway to BA if  desired

Goal: Bachelor’s Degree 
Enroll in the BA Program

• Admissions evaluates transfer credits
• Students do not need to complete the 

AAS first
• Students must have 55 accepted 

transfer credit hours and work in ECE 
to qualify for Gateways funding

OR

OR

Goal: DCFS Lead Teacher 
Qualification Only
Enroll in ECE Coursework

• Enroll as a non-degree-seeking student
• Complete DCFS-required coursework
• Gateways eligibility requires ECE 

employment and coursework toward 
Gateways credentials

Enroll in the Bachelor’s 
Program

• Admissions evaluates transfer credits
• Students with an associate's degree 

typically qualify for Gateways funding 
• Gateways eligible if  working in ECE
• Students can choose the licensure or 

non-licensure pathway

Goal: Licensure
Enroll in the MA Program

• 55 credit hours required for the full MA
• Full MA is not required for licensure
• Gateways eligible if  working in ECE

OR

Goal: DCFS Lead Teacher 
Qualification Only
Enroll in ECE Coursework

Gateways Scholarship 
Overview

Licensure 

• Enroll as a non-degree-seeking student
• Complete DCFS-required coursework
• Gateways eligibility requires ECE 

employment and coursework toward 
Gateways credentials

• Leads to an Illinois Professional Educator 
License and dual licensure (ECE & 
ECSE) with an ESL endorsement

Non-Licensure 
• Leads to Gateways Level 5 credentials

• Employed by your current program for at least 1 year 
• 90 days if  employed at an ExceleRate Bronze, Silver, 

or Gold Circle of  Quality program
• Work an average of  15 hours per week and meet 

wage requirements
• Scholarship covers up to 15 credit hours per 

academic year
• Covers both general education and ECE coursework 

in an approved program

Students may qualify if  they are pursuing:
• An AAS, BA, or MA in Early Childhood Education
• Coursework to advance on the Great START Wage 

Supplement Scale
• Coursework toward Gateways ECE, IT, or ID Credentials
• A BA or MA related to program administration for ECE/CD
• Coursework for Illinois Professional Educator Licensure in 

Early Childhood

DCFS Lead Teacher 
Qualifications

Basic Requirements

Meet with Your Advisor
• Review your goals
• Discuss your plan of  study and map out your 

path to completion
• Register for your courses
• Apply to the Gateways Scholarship if  eligible

Connect with Admissions
• Talk through your goals and background
• Apply to the correct program and complete 

your application
• Submit all required documentation, including 

any official transcripts

Gateways eligibility requires 
employment in a qualified 

early childhood setting

No Matter Where You Start, There’s A Pathway Forward

At least 19 
years of  age

HS diploma 
or GED

19+

Option 1
60 College Credits

60 semester hours from an 
accredited college/university 

AND
6 semester hours in ECE 

coursework related to childcare 
and/or child development 

(birth – age 6)

Option 2
30 College Credits 

+ Experience
1 year of  work experience in ECE

AND
30 college semester hours

AND
6 semester hours in ECE 

coursework

Option 3
Credentials

Completion of  one of  the following:
• Child Development Associate 

(CDA)
• Certified Childcare Professional 

(CCP)
• Gateways ECE or IT Credential 

Level 3 or higher
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