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Abstract
High-quality early education and care experiences are critical for children’s growth and
development, families’ ability to work, and the future health of society. In Greece, with
regard to research for children under 3 years of age in early childhood education and
care services, the issue of quality has been only marginally researched. The lack of available information on the quality of childcare services has been widely documented. The
purpose of this study was to investigate the quality of early childhood education and
care services in North Greece. Nonprofit and for-profit centers (one hundred and thirtyone classrooms) for children under 3 participated in this study. For quality assessment,
we used the ITERS-R scale (Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale-Revised). Results
suggested the existence of mediocre average quality.
Keywords: Early childhood education and care services, Quality, Children under 3,
ITERS-R, North Greece

Introduction
In Greece, early childhood education and care services (ECEC) for children under 3 are
represented only by “daycare centers/nurseries or crèche”.1 The daycare centers are run
by the private (for-profit) and public (through municipalities for profit and nonprofit)
sector. Municipalities’ daycare centers come under the auspices of the Ministry of Interior and admit children from the age of 6 months up to 2 ½ years. The Ministry of Labor,
Social Security and Social Solidarity is mainly responsible for the private daycare centers and admits children from the age of 2 months up to 2 ½ years. Municipal Daycare
centers operated either by a municipal legal entity (nonprofit) or by a municipal utility enterprise or in the context of a respective municipal service (for-profit). Priority for
registration is given to children of working parents, of unemployed parents, of economically disadvantaged families are selected in the registration procedure (such as orphans,
double orphans, children coming from single parent families, children of divorced or
separated parents, children of women accommodated in the network of structures protecting women who experienced violence, children coming from families that have family members with physical or mental disabilities, children coming from large families,
etc.) by nonprofit centers and have monthly fees according to social criteria. For example
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and care services for children under 3 in Greece.
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fees can be zero, for those who have an annual income of less than €15.000. Fees in private and municipal daycare centers for profit are significantly higher.
In recent decades, early childhood education and care services (ECEC) for children
under 3 have become a matter of serious public concern. Affordable and good-quality
daycare services may improve the reconciliation of work and family life and thus foster labor market participation and gender equality. Daycare facilities may also provide
an important answer to declining fertility rates, by lowering the cost of childbearing in
terms of labor market and career opportunities. Finally, there is a growing tendency to
see daycare services from a social pedagogical perspective. In this perspective, the main
policy rational is no longer the reconciliation of work and care, but rather the contribution of daycare services to child development and socioeconomic integration (European
Commission 2014).
The level of quality in daycare centers has been shown to have significant implications
for children’s immediate and long-term development. Current research suggests that the
quality of childcare during the first 3 years of life can impact cognitive skills, language,
school readiness, social and emotional development, and resiliency to life stress (Burchinal et al. 1996, 2006; Burchinal 2016; Melhuish et al. 2015; Howes 1997; Dunn 1993;
Vandell and Wolfe 2000a; OECD 2017; Plantenga and Remery 2009), especially for children from disadvantaged family backgrounds and “at risk” (Arnold and Doctoroff 2003;
Campbell et al. 2008; Bardige 2006; Melhuish 2001; Dearing et al. 2009; von Suchodoletz
et al. 2017) with some documented benefits into adolescence and early adulthood (Harvard Center 2010, Vandell et al. 2010). Concerns over detrimental effects of spending
a large number of hours in daycare centers have also been raised with regard to children’s behavioral regulation, but recent evidence from Norway indicates no association
between quantity of care and behavior problems (Zachrisson et al. 2013).
These results highlight the need to assess and enhance the quality of daycare centers.
There is broad acceptance that quality in childcare services can be addressed by examining two commonly accepted components—structure and process (Howes and Rubenstein, 1983; Penn 2011; Phillipsen et al. 1997; Beller et al. 1996). Structural quality refers
to components such as physical environment (buildings, space and materials), child–
staff ratios, staff education and training, and curriculum that are more easily measurable in determining quality (Barros et al. 2016; Slot et al. 2015; OECD 2006). Process
quality focuses on the nature of interactions between the children and teachers, among
children, and among adults—teachers, parents, staff, and on the nature of leadership
and pedagogy (Barros et al. 2016; Slot 2017; Thomason and La Paro 2009; Vandell and
Wolfe 2000a; Cryer 1999; Goelman et al. 2006). The Infant/Toddler Environmental Rating Scale-Revised Edition (ITERS-R; Harms et al. 2006) is a widely used instrument in
research on childcare quality (Barros et al. 2016; Bjørnestad and Os 2018; Baustad 2012;
Campbell et al. 2008; Gevers Deynoot-Schaub and Riksen-Walraven 2008; Goelman
et al. 2006; Vermeer et al. 2016). The instrument assesses overall or global quality of the
classroom environment for children up to 30 months of age.
Despite research indicating positive developmental outcomes for children receiving high-quality care and increasing numbers of young children in out-of-home care,
daycare centers are often plagued with poor structural and process quality, and the
least prepared and lowest compensated workforce (OECD 2015; Burchinal et al. 1996;
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Whitebook et al. 1989; Ghazvini and Mullis, 2002; Goelman et al. 2006; Helburn 1995,
Helburn and Howes 1996; Howes et al. 1988.
In many European countries, the level of quality of services for children under 3 gives
rise for concern. There are two main forms of ECEC structure in Europe: the split and
unitary model, reflecting the attitudes and perceptions of preschool age in each country.
In a split model, ECEC provision is structured according to the age of children; often one
system is set up for children 0–3 of age, primarily focusing on care provision. The other
system focuses at older children 3–6 of age and the emphasis lies primarily on education
and preschool preparation. The responsibilities for governance, regulation and funding
are divided into two or more ministries, between the ministry for health, welfare or family for younger children, while the ministry of education is responsible for the older children. Consequently, educational guidelines normally apply only to provision for older
children. Also, the requirements for staff qualifications differ, with tertiary degrees in
ECEC required mostly in settings for older children. Moreover, access may vary with a
legal entitlement usually applying to older children. In a unitary model, ECEC is organized in a single phase for all children of preschool age. Often, children go to one institution, governed by one specific ministry, led by one management team for children
of all age groups, and the ECEC practitioners generally have similar qualifications and
pay level in all groups of children. The universal right to access from the youngest age
is clearly recognized in countries that have the unitary model. The unitary model seems
to provide better consistency between care mechanisms and the rest of the education
system, more resources for children under the age of 3, universal access to all ages and
better staff training (Nordic countries as well as in several Baltic and Balkan countries).
Split system for ECEC is still common in most European countries .2 In seven countries, both unitary and separate settings co-exist (Bulgaria, Denmark, Germany, Estonia,
Spain, Austria and the United Kingdom) (Eurydice and Eurostat Report 2014, 2019). The
OECD has already indicated in its Starting Strong studies how the separation of ‘education’ and ‘care’ in some cases may undermine the delivery of quality ECEC (OECD
2006). The current concerns about the quality of care provided to younger children are
corroborated by surveys conducted in European context. Vermeer et al. (2008) used the
ITERS-R scale to assess the quality of childcare in a representative national sample of
42 childcare centers in the Netherlands. The total number of childcare groups in the
42 centers was 153 (M = 3.6; SD = 1.90) per center. The average overall quality score on
the ITERS was 3.4 (minimal level). Similarly, Tietze and Cryer (2004) used the ITERS
to measure the quality of 75 childcare centers in East and West Germany. The average
overall quality score was 3.2. In 2011, again a nationwide quality research project was
funded, called the NUBBEK study (National Inquiry on Early Child Care and Education),
showed that less than 10% of the early childcare centers reached good or excellent quality (Tietze et al. 2013). In England, 75 childcare centers assessed using the same quality
measure were found to have mean score 4.2 (Smith et al. 2009). Three studies in Portugal
reported poor-quality care and education. Barros and Aguiar (2010) assessed the quality

2

In ECEC systems with separate settings, the transition between the two different types of setting usually takes place at
the age of 3. It may happen at an earlier age (2-and-a-half in Belgium—French and Flemish Communities) or at a later
age (4 in Greece, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Liechtenstein).
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of 160 toddler childcare classrooms in the district of Porto. The average quality score on
ITERS-R scale was 2.84. Pessanha et al. (2007) assessed the quality of 15 infant centers
in Porto. One hundred and twelve infants between 1 and 3 years of age participated in
this study. The average quality score on ITERS-R scale was 2.6. Finally, Pinto et al. (2013)
assessed the quality of 95 infant classrooms in Porto and found that the overall mean
result on ITERS-R was 2.5. In Norway, the childcare centers were found to have high
quality scores. The average quality score on ITERS-R scale was 5.4 ranged between good
and excellent (Baustad 2012).
Greece has two types of institutions: kindergartens (nipiagogeio) and childcare centers. Children aged 4 and 5 attend pre-primary school (nipiagogeio), which falls under
the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, Research and Religious Affairs. Since
2018/19, the start of compulsory education (pre-primary school/nipiagogeio) has been
lowered from age 5 to 4. All kindergartens follow a national curriculum and only university graduates can be hired as educators. Public childcare centers accept children
from 6 months to 4 years of age. More specifically, daycare centers/nurseries or crèche
provide services for children from 6 months to 2-and-a-half years (vrefikos stathmos),
for children aged 2 months to 4 years, with infant–toddler classrooms and classrooms
with children from 2-and-a-half to 4 years (vrefonipiakos stathmos) and child centers
for children aged from 2-and-a-half to 4 years (paidikos stathmos). Until 2001, public
childcare centers were under the auspices of the Ministry of Health and Welfare. Since
then, they are funded and supervised by the municipalities with support of the Ministry of Interior. As mentioned above there is no universal right to access. Also, there is
no national curriculum. The OECD has already indicated in its Starting Strong studies
how the separation of ‘education’ and ‘care’ in some cases may undermine the delivery
of quality ECEC (OECD 2006). Indeed, if a country considers childhood as an important and formative stage of life, childcare and early education are more often integrated
in one system, which contributes to clearer objectives for ECEC providers, parents and
other stakeholders.
In Greece, with regard to research for children under 3 years of age in ECEC, the
issue of quality has been only marginally researched. The lack of discussion about quality, combined with the absence of official evaluation procedures, has as result given a
very limited picture of the quality of child care services (Petrogiannis 2013). The relevant
research remains an underdeveloped area receiving neither adequate encouragement
nor support. What we know about the quality of Greece daycare services comes from
the work of individual researchers. Older studies show a low to medium level of overall quality, especially in indicators like learning and teaching, style of care, building and
equipment, adult–child ratios and family–educators relationships (Petrogiannis 2013;
Rentzou 2015).
Therefore, the main goal of this study was to describe the quality of infants’ childcare
classrooms in the North Greece.

Method
Participants and setting

The research was carried in daycare centers in Northern Greece. The term “Northern
Greece” is widely used to refer to regions of Macedonia and Thrace. It is the second
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largest geographical division in Greece by population, after Continental Greece (about
2.38 million in 2017). Thessaloniki is the second largest city in Greece, with over 1 million inhabitants in its metropolitan area, and the capital of the Northern Greece.
For the selection of registered private and municipal daycare centers in Northern
Greece, the official list was taken from Welfare Offices of each prefecture. The list of
municipal daycare centers was retrieved from each municipality as there was no official
list in Ministry of Interior. The total number of all officially authorized daycare classrooms with children under 3-year old in Northern Greece was 131, from 103 daycare
centers.
The sample of our study included all 131 daycare classrooms with children under
3-year old. Of those, 98 were in Thessaloniki and 33 in the country. Of those, 46 were
municipal daycare classrooms, 12 were municipal daycare classrooms for profit and
73 were privately owned. 28 of the 46 municipal daycare classrooms were in Thessaloniki and 18 in the country. From the 12 municipal daycare classrooms for profit, 11
were located in Thessaloniki and 1 in the country. Finally, from the 73 private daycare
classrooms 59 were in Thessaloniki and 14 in the country. In the total of 131 daycare
classrooms 2033 infants were accommodated. 563 of them were in municipal daycare
classrooms, 120 in municipal daycare classrooms for profit and 1027 were privately
owned.
Instruments

The Infant-Toddler Environmental Rating Scale Revised Edition (ITERS-R; Harms
et al. 2006) was used to measure the global quality of the individual classrooms
serving children from birth through 30 months of age. First, the scale was translated by two independent translators from English into Greek. The translators were
fluent speakers of both languages, were qualified early childhood educators and
had knowledge of the scale. Then, the research team (the two trained observers)
reviewed both versions of translations and resulted in a common format translation.
This translation was once again reviewed by a third person fluent in both languages,
held a degree in early childhood education and had knowledge of the scale (author).
The last translated version was the one was applied. The ITERS-R includes 39 items,
organized under 7 subscales: I. Space and Furnishings (5 items); Personal Care Routines for infants and toddlers (6 items); Listening and Talking (3 items); Age Appropriate Activities (10 items); Adult–Child Interaction (4 items); Program Structure (4
items); and Parent and Staff Communication (7 items). The scale is designed to be
used with one room or one group at a time. A block of at least 3 h should be set aside
for observation and rating. Also the observer should arrange a time with the teacher
to ask questions about indicators that were not able to observe. Approximately
20–30 min will be required for questions (Harms et al. 2006). Observers rated individual classrooms using a 7-point scale for 39 total items during a 3-h observation
period, with descriptors for 1 (inadequate), 3 (minimal), 5 (good), and 7 (excellent).
Internal consistency has a Cronbach’s alpha = .76 for the complete scale. Space and
Furnishings includes aspects of the environment, such as indoor space, furniture
and display for children. Personal Care Routines encompass aspects of daily routines, such as nap, meals, health and safety practices. Listening and Talking includes
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a focus on language and books used in the classroom. Activities include children’s
engagement in play, fine motor, science, and music activities. Interaction includes
supervision, peer and staff–child interactions. The Program Structure includes free
and group play activities, provisions for children with disabilities and finally Parents
and Staff subscale includes provisions for parents and needs of staff.
Procedure
Observer training

Training for all of the scales included detailed information on each measure as well as
Video Guide and Training Workbook for the ITERS-R and practice classroom observations. An expert researcher (author) trained two observers in the ITERS-R. The three
observers conducted training sessions in 19 daycare classrooms, aiming at 80% interrater agreement. The mean interrater percent agreement for these classrooms was 89%.
Data collection

All data were collected by two researchers. As suggested by scale authors, each observer
remained with each group of children at least 3 h to observe classroom main routines
and activities. All classrooms were observed during the morning, the period of greatest
activity among infant care classrooms. At the end of each observation, a teacher meeting was used to clarify demographic information and to complete the items that could
not be observed. Meetings lasted approximately 30 min. In addition to completing the
ITERS-R, observers also collected background information on teachers, group size, and
teacher/child ratios during their observation.
Inter-observer agreement checks were conducted during the data collect procedure,
across 34 agreement sessions. Interrater exact percent agreement, M = 94.37.

Results
The observations and the interviews by ITERS-R (Harms et al. 2006) were carried out
based on the directions given in ITERS-R. No elements in the scales were changed or
left out, except item 23 (Use of TV, video, and/or computer) and item 32 (Provisions for
children with disabilities) because it were scored as “Not applicable”.
Overall mean results ranged from 2.60 to 5.40 (M = 3.88, SD = .70), presenting a normal distribution. In general, the quality of the daycare centers’ ranged between minimum (3) and good (5) and suggested the existence of mediocre average quality.
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for ITERS-R subscales and items. Mean subscales scores varied between 2.91 (Program structure) and 5.56 (Interaction). Five of
the seven subscales presented mean scores between minimum (3) and good (5). The
subscale ‘Interaction’ (item 25–28) was the subscale with an overall average high score
(between good and excellent) while the subscale “Program structure” (item 29–32) was
the subscale with lower score.
Mean results at the item level ranged from 1.42 (Nature/science) to 6.39 (Staff continuity). Highest average scores are achieved for items 36 “Staff interaction and cooperation” and 37 “Staff continuity” (almost excellent quality), items 11 “Safety practices”,
15 “Fine Motor”, 25 “Supervision of play and learning”, 26 “Peer interaction”, 27 “Staff–
child interaction”, 25 “Supervision of play and learning”, 26 “Peer interaction” and 27
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for ITERS-R Items and Subscales
Mean

SD

Min/Max

I. Space and Furnishings

4.31

1.28

0.6–6.6

1. Indoor space

4.78

2.19

0–7

2. Furniture for routine care and play

3.97

2.20

0–7

3. Provision for relaxation and comfort

4.51

1.75

0–7
0–7

4. Room arrangement

4.25

1.89

5. Display for children

4.02

.94

II. Personal Care Routines

3.89

1.08

2–7
1.5–6.5

6. Greeting/departing

2.32

1.18

0–6

7. Meals/snacks

4.47

1.58

0–7

8. Nap

4.55

1.94

0–7

9. Diapering/toileting

2.69

1.97

0–7

10. Health practices

3.40

1.96

0–7

11. Safety practices

5.89

1.34

1–7

III. Listening and Talking

3.98

1.25

0–7

12. Helping children understand language

4.55

1.62

0–7

13. Helping children use language

4.21

1.60

0–7

14. Using books

3.18

1.67

0–7

IV. Activities

3.21

0.92

1.3–5.2

15. Fine motor

5.25

1.56

0–7

16. Active physical play

2.27

1.71

0–7

17. Art

2.66

1.30

0–7

18. Music and movement

4.54

1.67

0–7

19. Blocks

4.94

1.85

0–7

20. Dramatic play

4.52

1.38

1–7

22. Nature/science

1.42

1.23

0–7

24. Promoting acceptance of diversity

1.98

1.85

0–7

V. Interaction

5.56

1.28

2.5–7

25. Supervision of play and learning

5.97

1.44

2–7

26. Peer interaction

5.66

1.31

0–7

27. Staff–child interaction

5.73

1.75

0–7

28. Discipline

4.89

1.91

0–7

VI. Program Structure

2.91

1.04

1–7

29. Schedule

3.29

1.56

1–7

30. Free play

2.64

1.45

1–7

31. Group play activities

3.07

1.71

0–7

VII. Parents and Staff

3.76

0.92

2.3–6.1

33. Provisions for parents

1.63

1.56

0–7

34. Provisions for personal needs of staff

3.62

2.26

0–7

35. Provisions for professional needs of staff

3.81

2.51

0–7

36. Staff interaction and cooperation

6.27

1.29

0–7

37. Staff continuity

6.39

1.63

0–7

38. Supervision and evaluation of staff

2.84

1.00

0–7

39. Opportunities for professional growth

1.82

1.46

0–7

Overall subscale

3.88

0.70

2.6–5.4

“Staff–child interaction” (between good and excellent quality). Lowest average scores are
achieved for items 24 “Promoting acceptance of diversity”, 33 “Provisions for parents”
and 38 “Supervision and evaluation of staff ” (inadequate quality).
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Discussion
Results from this study suggest that all 131 daycare classrooms with children under
3-year old in Northern Greece qualifying for mediocre average quality. Five of the seven
subscales presented mean scores between minimum (3) and good (5) while the subscales
“Program structure” (item 29–32) and “Activities” (item 15–24) were the subscales with
lower score. These findings support results previously reported by Petrogiannis (2002)
using the ITERS (M = 3.50) and Rentzou (2011) using the ITERS-R (M = 3.23); none
of the childcare centers assessed were found to have high quality scores, but ranged
between minimal and good.
The average quality score on subscale Space and Furnishings was medium. In Greece,
a study of the Athens Municipal Crèche’s (AMC) settings showed that the majority of
buildings were free of technical or operational issues. However, none of the 77 settings
has the required (by 2002 law) license to operate; something that is encountered in other
cities as well, suggesting that some of these buildings could have been built for other
purposes but later were modified to nurseries to cover the local needs for daycare provision. The medium scores for space and furnishing could be attributed to economic reasons because settings rely on local authorities to subsidize them. Recently, this situation
has been changed by the Ministerial Decision 41087/29-11-2017 “Standard Regulation
of Operation for Municipal Child and Infant/Child Centers”. This decision is setting out
the conditions for the establishment and operation of childcare centers operating within
the legal entities of municipalities or within municipal units and also of private childcare
centers, the relevant technical specifications, the specific terms and conditions of suitability as well as the control. Since 2019, daycare centers that did not meet the above
regulations were forced to suspend their operation.
Program structure (M = 3.21) and Activities (M = 2.91) were the subscales with lower
score. Previous research findings have also identified low scores for the two particular
subscales (Petrogiannis 2002; Rentzou 2011). Although a number of European member states have recently initiated reforms, in Greece early childhood education and care
(ECEC) is not only still provided in separate settings: kindergartens and infant/childcare centers but furthermore have become more split. Kindergartens provide education
for children 4 to 6. Since 2006, attendance has become compulsory for children 5- to
6-year old and more recently for children 4- to 5-year old. Κindergartens are supervised
and regulated by the Ministry of Education and follow a national preschool curriculum
developed by the Institute of Educational Policy. This curriculum describes the purpose
of kindergartens, the learning outcomes and areas and is accompanied by an educator
guide. Public childcare services for infant and toddler accept children from 6 months to
2 ½ years. They are run, funded and supervised by local authorities with the support of
the Ministry of Interior. Private services are supervised by the Ministry of Health and
Social Welfare. Children with working parents, families with low economic resources
and children who need special care have priority. There is no national curriculum but
operation standards mainly refer to nursery facilities’ safety features, staff employed
(tasks and qualifications), structural features such as child–staff ratios (1 educator and
1 assistant to 8, or 2 educators and 1 assistant to 12, infants or toddlers), hygiene conditions and feeding arrangements. Low scores on such subscales may place children at
increased risk of infections and limit children’s opportunities to develop language and
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literacy skills, critical scientific reasoning and positive attitudes toward diversity. Reasons for this lack of developmental appropriateness may be due to a custodial conceptualization of infant and toddler care, opposed to an educational focus (Petrogiannis
2013). One other reason could be the lack of an explicit theoretical background to guide
activities in Greek daycare settings. The absence of a national curriculum for childcare
settings has been identified as a major concern and an indication of the status that childcare has in the Greek education system (Evangelou and Dafermou 2005). Another possible reason for the lack of developmental appropriateness of infant and toddler child care
may be that infants and toddlers are generally viewed as being too young to respond to
educational activities.
From Parents and Staff subscale, lowest average scores are achieved for items Provisions for parents and Opportunities for professional growth (inadequate quality). Sakellariou and Rentzou (2008) identified minimal quality when they evaluated the provision
for parents and parental involvement in preschool settings. The Greek research evidence
indicates that parents of children under the age of 3 ascribed more importance to care
aspects like nutrition and safety aspects of settings than educational ones. An explanation seems to be more likely for Greece is that historically the kindergartens were used
for educational purposes and daycare and nursery settings focused mainly on care and
child protection. Another issue is that this custodial care routine does not allow for parent involvement. The studies indicated that the presence of parents was very rare and
restricted to special occasions (during Christmas or Easter) (Petrogiannis 2002; Rentzou
and Sakellariou 2012; Rentzou 2015; Papaprokopiou 2003). It is characteristic that the
national law for childcare centers has limited references to the importance of the parental role. The item Opportunities for professional growth also has scored inadequate. Preschool educators employed at the Day Care Nurseries ran by the municipalities, under
the Ministry of Internal have higher level training (university graduates), but the opportunities for continuing professional education are optional, are not centrally controlled
and largely depend on the specific circumstances of each municipality.
In Greece early childhood care and education is characterized by a division between
education and care services. This division reflects the country’s socioeconomic and
political changes (wars, poverty, and demographic changes). Socioeconomic and political influences seemed to lead settings to focus on either care or education, depending on
the state’s aspirations or on social demands. This history appeared to lead to a division of
education and care, which is still evident today. In addition, Greece belongs to Mediterranean model, sharing a cultural emphasis on mothers’ role and presence in early childhood years, strong family ties and high reliance on the extended family for supporting
childcare needs (Saraceno 2000). Another issue is the lack of discussion and research
studies about quality in early childhood services, combined with the absence of official
evaluation procedures and inspection mechanisms, the split system of governance and
the confusion of responsibilities. Since their transfer to local authorities, childcare services stopped being the concern of government. Local authorities on the other hand find
it hard to make changes to childcare centers as they struggle with limited funding and
their problems.
The division between early childhood education and care may not only have its roots
in the history of Greek education system but it is also a reflection of how early childhood
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is understood and the relative value given by governments to policy making, funding and
regulation in this field.

Conclusions
In conclusion, our results indicate that overall quality must be improved in Northern
Greece daycare services for children under 3-year old. In the current economic crisis,
constant flux of immigrants, demographic and sociopolitical changes, policy-makers
need to base changes in early childhood care. That services need to be organized systematically with clear targets and quality orientation to provide right experiences and
optimize child development.
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