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Who was Maria Whelan?

Maria Whelan was a visionary leader in early childhood education whose legacy continues to
inspire the next generation of leaders.

The fellowship honors her commitment to equity, leadership, and advocacy by investing in those
who are shaping the future of early childhood.

What is the MWLI Early Childhood Emerging Leaders Fellowship?

The Maria Whelan Leadership Institute (MWLI) Early Childhood Emerging Leaders Fellowship
is a 9-month leadership development experience designed for early childhood professionals who
are ready to grow their voice, strengthen their leadership skills, and influence systems that
impact children, families, and the workforce.

Through a combination of in-person and virtual sessions, mentorship, and a capstone project,
fellows deepen their understanding of advocacy, leadership, and systems change while building
lasting relationships with peers and mentors across the field.

Who is this fellowship for?
This fellowship is designed for:

« Early childhood professionals across roles (ECEC Coaches, Assistant Directors, Educator
Coordinators, Non-profit, school district or Government Associate/Manager-level roles,
Infant/Toddler Quality Specialists, Head Teachers and Educators, Family Childcare
Providers, etc.)

« Individuals who are passionate about advancing the early childhood field

o Emerging leaders who are ready to step into greater influence and impact

We welcome applicants from diverse backgrounds and experiences who are committed to
growth, reflection, and leadership.

Where are fellows from?

MWLI Fellows come from communities all across Illinois. The fellowship brings together a
diverse group of early childhood professionals from different regions, roles, and settings,
creating a rich environment for connection, learning, and shared leadership. This statewide
representation allows fellows to learn from one another’s experiences while building a strong
network that extends beyond their local communities.
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Is there a cost to participate in the fellowship?
No, there is no cost to participate in the MWLI Fellowship.

The program is fully funded to ensure that passionate and committed leaders can participate
without financial barriers.

What is expected of me?

The fellowship runs over nine months , beginning the first weekend in June and culminating in
February, and includes:

* A two-day in-person opening

« 3 full-day virtual sessions held on Thursdays

« 3 full-day in-person sessions held on Thursdays

* A legislative and advocacy experience in Springfield

* A final in-person closing ceremony and capstone presentation

In addition to scheduled sessions, fellows are expected to meet with their mentorship pods at
least once a month. These meetings may take place in person or virtually, depending on the
mentor and group.

Fellows are expected to fully participate in all sessions, actively engage in mentorship meetings,
and complete their capstone project. Each fellow must take initiative in building meaningful
connections within their cohort, as well as developing strong relationships with their lead and
alumni mentors.

To further support connection and community, fellows are invited to join an informal monthly
“Lunch Lounge” held on the first Thursday of each month from 12:00 to 1:00 PM. This space is
designed for fellows to share personal or professional challenges, exchange ideas, and offer
resources and support to one another.

What is a capstone project?

Fellows work collaboratively in small groups to complete a capstone project that addresses a
meaningful and relevant issue within the early childhood education and care (ECEC) field.

Capstone projects allow fellows to:
e Apply what they’ve learned

« Explore solutions to real-world challenges
« Share their collective voice and vision with a broader audience
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Each group presents their capstone project at the closing ceremony.
What is the mentorship component?
Each fellow is placed in a mentorship pod, which includes:

e A Lead Mentor
e 1-2 Alumni Mentors
o 2-3 fellows

Mentorship pods provide:

e Ongoing guidance and support
o Opportunities for reflection and accountability
e A strong sense of community throughout the fellowship

What topics are covered during the fellowship?
Sessions may include topics such as:

Leadership development and identity

Advocacy and policy

Importance of storytelling

Systems change and governance

Strengths-based leadership (e.g., CliftonStrengths)
Wellness, resilience, and balance

Guest speakers and experts are invited to share their experiences and insights.
Is attendance required for all sessions?

Yes. Due to the collaborative and cohort-based nature of the fellowship, full participation is
expected.

Each session builds on the previous one, and the relationships formed are a key part of the
experience.

Where do sessions take place?

A detailed schedule, including session locations and Zoom links for virtual sessions, is shared
upon acceptance into the fellowship.
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Will travel or lodging be provided?

For in-person sessions, travel and lodging support may be provided based on program planning
and availability.

What are the benefits of participating in MWLI?
Fellows gain:
e Increased confidence and leadership presence
e Strong advocacy and communication skills
o A deeper understanding of systems and policy
« Meaningful connections with peers, mentors, and leaders
o Opportunities for career growth and advancement

Many fellows go on to pursue new roles, promotions, and leadership opportunities.
How do I apply?
Applications are submitted online during the open application period.
The application includes:
« Personal and professional background information
e Short-answer questions about leadership and goals
e Aresume
e A letter of recommendation
What is the selection process?
Applications are reviewed using a structured rubric.
Selected candidates are invited to:

o Advance to the interview stage

Final fellows are chosen based on their readiness and commitment.
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What makes MWLI unique?

MWLI is more than a fellowship, it is a leadership community.

What makes it unique:
e A strong emphasis on authentic leadership and personal growth
o Deep investment in mentorship and relationships

e Afocus on real-world advocacy and systems change
e A lasting alumni network that continues beyond the fellowship

What happens after the fellowship ends?

Graduates become part of the MWLI Alumni Network, where they can:
« Stay connected with peers and mentors
« Facilitate sessions or lunch & learns

o Serve as alumni mentors for future cohorts
« Continue growing as leaders in the field



