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Abstract 

In recent years, the quality of education and care programs for children under the age of 3 has 

become an important issue of concern to both researchers and the policy-making community. 

Many organizations such as the OECD and UNICEF highlight the undeniable right of all 

children to have access to high-quality education and the long-term benefits for their holistic 

development. The purpose of this study is to explore the views of 426 educators from Greece 

on the quality of education and care programs for children under the age of 3. To conduct the 

survey, a questionnaire with 4 rating scales and 33 items was constructed and then posted on 

the official page of the national association of educators in social networks. This method for 
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collecting the sample was chosen by the researchers due to the Covid-19 limitations of 

nurseries at the time of the survey. The results of the survey showed that the quality of the 

programs was at a relatively moderate level. The highest scores were for the scales for 

interactions created within the nurseries and the educational activities, while the lowest 

scores were for 'standards' for services and space requirements and staff-related conditions. 

Finally, the researchers anticipate that the results of the survey will provide useful 

information for educators to reflect on and will also contribute to the scientific literature on 

the quality of programs for children of that age group. 

Keywords: Evaluation, Children under the age of 3, Educators, Education and care programs, 

Greek ECEC 
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1. The Need for Quality in Education and Care Programs 

Quality in education programs and the criteria that define it have been of concern for many 

years both to the scientific community (e.g., Barros et al., 2016; Anders, 2015; Pianta et al., 

2014) and to the organizations that set educational policy at global and European level (e.g., 

OECD, 2018; European Commission, 2011). In particular, there are several studies in the 

international literature regarding that topic (e.g., Wenger et al., 2020; Bala, 2019; Pianta et al., 

2014; Ghazvini & Mullis, 2010), which attempt to use their findings to contribute to the 

improvement of programs and education providers. The basis of these debates lies in the fact 

that the higher the quality of the education program that a child attends, the more long-term 

positive effects are observed in his or her development (Melhuish et al., 2013; Heckman, 

2006).   

Although most research is concerned with studying the quality of programs for children over 

3 years of age (e.g., Yoshikawa et al., 2016; Botsoglou & Kakana, 2016; Cascio & 

Schanzenbach, 2013; Oun, 2009; Espinosa, 2002), recent years have witnessed a change in 

the approach of the policy-making community. Nowadays, organizations such as OECD, 

UNESCO and UNICEF highlight the importance and necessity for children under 3 to have 

access to quality education and care programs (e.g., OECD, 2018; UNESCO, 2010). This 

change in the approach of organizations and the scientific community highlights the crucial 

role of ECEC in children's development, while highlighting the need to upgrade the education 

provided at these ages (Capella et al., 2016; European Commission, 2014; Britto et al., 2011; 

EACEA, 2009). 

In fact, the important role of education and care programs for children under the age of 3 was 

first mentioned by the European Commission (2011a) in its report "Early Childhood 

Education and Care: providing all our children with the best start for the world of tomorrow". 

As is well known, ECEC is the key foundation after the family for children's personal 

development, social integration, and subsequent academic progress (Melhuish et al, 2013). 

Therefore, high quality programs in ECEC contribute significantly to the social, economic 

and educational life of Europe and its future citizens (e.g., OECD, 2018; Vandell et al., 2016; 

European Commission, 2011a), to equal opportunities for children from low socio-economic 

backgrounds (Bradbury et al., 2016; European Commission, 2011b; Bennett, 2008; Heckman, 

2006) and on children's cognitive, emotional and social development (Cascio & 

Schanzenbach, 2013).  

However, it is difficult to provide a clear definition of the quality of education programs, as it 

depends on many factors; Some scholars (e.g., Slot et al., 2017; Howes et al., 2008) define 

quality in terms of 'standards' that must be met in these programs, e.g., the quality of 

procedures. Other scholars (e.g., Barros et al., 2016; Thomason & La Paro, 2009), refer to 

ECEC building infrastructure and human resources. In addition, there are references to the 

quality of activities, experiences and interactions offered to children (e.g., Anders, 2015; 

Pianta et al., 2014; Ghazvini & Mullis, 2010), ECEC routines, etc. (Barros et al., 2016).  

According to the European Commission (2014), there are four dimensions to assess the 

quality of ECEC programs and they are related to (a) quality of services, (b) staff, (c) 
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program implementation and (d) child development. Furthermore, important aspects to ensure 

a quality education seem to be: maintaining the proper child-to-educator ratio, creating an 

attractive learning environment, introducing appropriate activities in the daily schedule to 

promote the children's development (OECD, 2019; Anders, 2015), involving parents in the 

learning process, successful transitions (European Commission, 2014), the opportunity for 

training and professional development of educators, and staff continuity (OECD, 2019; 

Anning et al., 2005). 

Finally, in the context of a more coordinated effort to define the criteria of quality of 

education programs, various measurement instruments have been developed. These 

instruments are usually divided into two categories. The first category is called Global 

Quality Measures and assesses the overall quality of ECEC including aspects such as space, 

furniture, activities, etc. Such examples include ITERS-R (Harms et al., 1990), ECERS-R 

(Sylva et al., 2003; Harms et al., 1998), and FCCRS (Harms et al., 2007). The second 

category is called Quality of Interactions and assesses interactions between staff and children. 

Such examples include CIS (Arnett, 1989), CLASS Infant (Harme et al., 2014), CLASS 

Toddler (La Paro et al., 2012), CLASS Pre-K (Pianta et al., 2008), ORCE (NICHD, 1996), 

ELLCO (Smith et al., 2002), and STRS (Pianta, 2001). These instruments are constantly 

evolving, and revised versions are subsequently released.  

Considering all the above about the crucial role of ECEC in children's development, the 

present study attempts to explore the views of 426 educators in Greece on the quality of 

ECEC programs for children under the age of 3. 

More specifically, the main research questions are: 

 How do educators assess the quality of education and care programs against the 

'standards' for services and space requirements of nurseries? 

 How do educators assess the quality of education and care programs in terms of the 

interactions created within nurseries? 

 How do educators assess the quality of education and care programs in terms of 

educational activities and coverage of the developmental domains of children? 

 How do educators assess the quality of education and care programs in terms of the 

environmental conditions for the staff themselves?  

In addition, the researchers hypothesize that the above research questions differ depending on 

the institution in which the educators work (municipal or private) and the region (urban, 

semi-urban, and rural) in which the nurseries are located. 

At this point, it should be mentioned that the majority of studies investigating the quality of 

nursery programs mainly refer to the age group above 3 years (e.g., Grammatikopoulos et al., 

2017; Botsoglou & Kakana, 2016; Yoshikawa et al., 2016; Botsoglou & Kakana, 2016; 

Cascio & Schanzenbach, 2013; Oun, 2009; Espinosa, 2002). In contrast, research on children 

under the age of 3, to our knowledge, is limited (e.g., Bjornestad & Os, 2018; Barros & 

Aguiar, 2010 Bisceglia et al., 2009; Campbell, & Milbourne, 2005; etc) especially in Greece 
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(Rentzou, 2011). For this reason, the present study attempts to contribute to the scientific 

literature on the topic under study and to highlight possible problems concerning nurseries in 

the Greek context. 

2. Method 

2.1 Research Instrument 

Based on previous research literature on criteria for evaluating the quality of education 

programs (e.g., Harms et al., 2017; Barros et al., 2016; Slot et al., 2017; Anders, 2015; 

European Commission, 2014; Pianta et al., 2014), researchers propose a questionnaire with 4 

exploratory scales and 33 items rated from 1 (inadequate level) to 7 (excellent level).  

More specifically, the scales refer to the evaluation of the quality of programs for children 

under the age of 3, focusing on the following items:  

(a) 'Standards' for services and space requirements (e.g., Slot et al., 2017; Barros et al., 2016; 

Howes et al., 2008): Refers to the basic services provided in nurseries and the space 

specifications necessary for quality functioning, such as welcome/departure process of 

children, daily nutrition, child care, sleep/relaxing time, staff-to-child ratios, small groups of 

children, safety environment, hygiene conditions, indoor space (e.g, appropriate arrangement), 

appropriate furniture, play corners for children, appropriate educational material, outdoor 

space and supporting parents.     

(b) Interactions (e.g., Harms et al., 2017; Anders, 2015; Pianta et al., 2014): Play an important 

role in children's education and the learning process and include children interaction, 

staff-children interaction, staff-parents interaction, and interactions during the daily routines 

(e.g., diapering, etc.)   

(c) Educational activities (OECD, 2019; Harms et al., 2017; Anders, 2015): Includes the most 

common types of activities implemented in nurseries, such as music and movement, painting, 

constructions, etc., dramatic play, free play and outdoor play, and coverage of children's 

developmental domains, namely fine and gross motor, linguistic, cognitive and 

socio-emotional.   

(d) Staff (OECD, 2019; Harms et al., 2017; Anning et al., 2005): Includes environmental 

conditions in nurseries that relate to staff, such as opportunities for professional growth and 

training needs, understanding of personal needs, staff continuity and cooperation climate. 

Finally, the questionnaire was pilot tested by educators and the Cronbach's alpha index 

analysis was 0.87. Therefore, according to Cohen et al. (2012) it is considered a reliable 

research instrument for the study. 

2.2 Research Design and Sampling Procedures 

At the time of the survey, individuals other than staff were not permitted to enter nurseries 

due to Covid-19 restrictions in place. Thus, the researchers designed the questionnaire on a 

Google Form and then shared its link to the official page of the National Association of 

Educators on social networks, whose members are professional educators from all over the 
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country. The use of the Google Form made it easier for the researchers to conduct the survey, 

but also to reach out to educators from all over Greece (Agung et al., 2019; Djenno et al., 

2015).  

Regarding the ethics of the research, at the beginning of the Google Form questionnaire there 

was an information note for the research participants about: the purpose of the research, their 

voluntary participation, their withdrawal from the research at any time they wished, the 

preservation of their anonymity and instructions on how to complete it. 

2.3 Participant Characteristics 

The sample in the present study consists of 426 educators who are members of the official 

page of the National Association of Educators in social networks and work in nurseries in 

Greece.  

Regarding the social and demographic characteristics of the sample, the educators were asked 

to answer about the (a) gender, (b) age, (c) years of work experience, (d) type of academic 

qualification, (e) institution in which they work (municipal or private nursery) and (f) 

whether the nursery they work is in an urban, semi-urban or rural area. 

Therefore, the results show that (a) 96.6% of the sample is female and 3.4% is male, which 

generally reflects the gender distribution of educators in Greece, (b) 35.2% of the educators 

are 31- 40 years old, 35.2% are 41-50 years old, 21.1% are 51 years old and more than 8.5% 

are 20-30 years old, (c) 36.6% of the sample has 11-20 years of work experience, 33.1% has 

0-10 years, 21.1% has 21-30 years, and 9.2% has 31 years or more, (d) 55.6% of the 

educators have a university degree, 16.2% have a vocational training degree and 28.2% have 

a postgraduate degree, (e) 58% of the sample work in municipal nurseries and 42% in private 

nurseries, and (f) 61.1% work in nurseries that are located in an urban area, 21.1% in a 

semi-urban area and 17.8% in a rural area. 

3. Results 

3.1 Data Analysis 

The educators who participated in the research were asked to respond to the quality of the 

education and care programs for children under the age of 3 of the nurseries they work in, 

using a seven-point scale: 1 (inadequate), 3 (minimal), 5 (good), and 7 (excellent) (Table 1). 
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Table 1. The means of quality evaluation of the education and care programs 

 N Mean Std. Dev. 

A. Standards for services and space requirements 426 4.77 1.202 

A1. Welcome/departure process 426 5.29 1.324 

A2. Daily nutrition 426 5.16 1.361 

A3. Care 426 5.65 1.364 

A4. Sleep/relaxing time 426 4.85 1.738 

A5. Staff-to-child ratio 426 3.31 1.512 

A6. Small groups of children 426 3.41 1.532 

A7. Safety environment 426 5.43 1.401 

A8. Hygiene conditions 426 5.32 1.427 

A9. Indoor space (e.g., appropriate arrangement) 426 5.12 1.495 

A10. Furniture 426 4.57 1.480 

A11. Play corners for children 426 3.99 1.711 

A12. Educational material 426 5.22 1.400 

A13. Outdoor space 426 4.68 1.664 

A14. Support for parents 426 4.72 1.648 

 N Mean Std. Dev. 

B. Interactions 426 5.27 1.067 

B1. Children interaction 426 5.48 1.147 

B2. Staff-children interaction 426 5.72 1.175 

B3. Staff-parents interaction 426 4.96 1.646 

B4. Daily routines (e.g., diapering, etc.)  426 4.92 1.620 

 N Mean Std. Dev. 

C. Educational activities 426 5.02 1.096 

C1. Fine motor  426 5.49 1.242 

C2. Gross motor  426 5.26 1.275 

C3. Language  426 5.48 1.122 

C4. Cognitive  426 5.65 1.131 

C5. Socio-emotional 426 4.56 1.812 

C6. Music and movement 426 5.30 1.255 

C7. Painting, constructions, etc. 426 5.35 1.342 

C8. Dramatic play 426 4.27 1.515 

C9. Free play 426 5.46 1.330 

C10. Outdoor play 426 4.39 1.942 

 N Mean Std. Dev. 

D. Staff 426 4.33 1414 

D1. Opportunities for professional growth 426 3.56 1.866 

D2. Opportunities for training needs 426 4.16 1.844 

D3. Understanding of personal needs 426 4.27 1.818 

D4. Staff continuity 426 4.66 1.680 

D5. Encouraging cooperation within the workplace 426 5.02 1.582 
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3.2 Research Hypothesis 

To investigate the research hypothesis of this study, a statistically significant difference 

between the sample's workplace (municipal or private nursery) and work area (urban, 

semi-urban, rural), and items about the quality of educational and care programs (A1-D5) 

was measured. 

The results illustrated a statistically significant difference between municipal and private 

nurseries educators in the evaluation of childcare. More specifically, there is a statistically 

significant difference about the quality of services related to daily nutrition of children 

(F=13.744, df=1, sig.=0.033). The majority of educators (39%) working in municipal 

nurseries rated the quality of daily nutrition at a very good level (scale 6) (1min - 7max), 

while the majority of educators working in private nurseries (48%) rated it at a relatively 

good level (scale 4) (3min - 7max). 

There is also a statistically significant difference between the educators regarding the quality 

of hygiene conditions (F=13.432, df=1, sig.=0.037). The majority of educators working in 

municipal nurseries (37%) rated hygiene conditions at a very good level (scale 6) (2min - 

7max), while the majority of educators working in private nurseries (45%) rated hygiene 

conditions at an excellent level (scale 7) (1min - 7max). 

There is also a difference between the educators regarding the quality of gross motor 

activities (F=16.990, df=1, sig.=0.05). The majority of educators working in municipal 

nurseries (34%) rated gross motor activities at a very good level (scale 6) (2min - 7max), 

while the majority of educators working in private nurseries (60%) rated gross motor 

activities at an excellent level (scale 7) (3min - 7max). 

Still, there is a statistically significant difference between the educators regarding the 

available hours in the nursery schedule for children's free play (F=15.220, df=1, sig.=0.019). 

The majority of educators working in municipal nurseries (40%) rated the hours available for 

children's free play at a very good level (scale 6) (1min - 7max), while the majority of 

educators working in private nurseries (38%) rated it at an excellent level (scale 7) (3min - 

7max). 

In terms of testing the second research hypothesis, the results showed that there is a 

statistically significant difference between the educators' evaluation in relation to the location 

of the nurseries they work in. More specifically, there is a statistically significant difference 

between the educators' evaluation of staff-parents interaction and the area in which they work 

(F=11.210, df=1, sig.=0.018). The majority of educators working in urban areas (48%) rated 

the quality of staff-parents interaction at a relatively good level (scale 4) (1min - 6max), 

while the majority of educators working in semi-urban (51%) and rural areas (53%) rated it at 

a very good level (scale 6) (2min - 7max).    

Finally, there is a statistically significant difference between the educators' ratings of outdoor 

play and the area in which they work (F=17.411, df=1, sig.=0.023). The majority of educators 

working in urban areas (43%) rated outdoor play activities at a relatively good level (scale 4) 

(1min - 7max), while the majority of educators working in semi-urban (49%) and rural areas 
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(55%) rated outdoor play activities at a very good level (scale 6) (1min - 7max). 

4. Discussion 

The results of the survey showed that overall, the level of education and care programs for 

children under the age of 3 is moderate, in line with the results of studies from other countries 

(e.g., Bjornestad & Os, 2018; Barros & Aguiar, 2010). Of the scales that educators were 

asked to rate, the highest mean is observed in the scale for rating interactions, followed by 

educational activities, 'standards' for services and space requirements and finally, 

environmental conditions related to staff. 

In more detail, in the scale for 'standards' the results are not so satisfactory, since the overall 

mean is assessed at a relatively good level but the fact that it is about the quality of the basic 

functions and standards of the nurseries should not be overlooked. In this scale, the three 

highest scores are given to: child care, safety environment and hygiene conditions. On the 

contrary, the three lowest scores are obtained by: play corners for children, small groups of 

children and staff-to-child ratios. Regarding the safety environment and hygiene conditions 

the evaluation is higher compared to other studies (Barros & Aguiar, 2010), while the low 

evaluation mainly of small groups of children and staff-to-child ratio is confirmed by other 

studies (e.g., Bjornestad & Os, 2018; OECD, 2018; Barros & Aguiar, 2010). 

The second scale assesses interactions within nurseries. It has the highest overall mean and is 

rated at a good level. In this scale, staff-children interactions and children interactions have 

the highest mean while staff-parents interactions and interactions during the daily routines 

have the lowest mean. In general, the high quality score of interactions is confirmed by 

previous studies (e.g., Barros & Aguiar, 2010; Vermeer et al., 2008). 

The third scale concerning children's educational activities and development domains, the 

overall mean is characterized by a good level. In this scale, the three highest scores in the 

assessment are socio-emotional, language and fine motor domains, while the lowest mean is 

obtained by outdoor play and dramatic play. The results for the high overall rating of this 

scale are in contrast to the studies of Vermer et al. (2008) and Barros and Aguiar (2010), 

where the rating of activities was at a low level.  

The last scale for staff environmental conditions scores the lowest in the evaluation. In this 

scale, the highest mean scores were obtained by cooperation climate and staff continuity, 

while the lowest mean scores were obtained by opportunities for professional growth and 

training needs. These results are similar to the results of Barros and Aguiar's (2010) survey. 

Also, regarding the first research question, the results of the survey are confirmed by previous 

research (Rentzou, 2011) and show that there is a statistically significant difference in the 

evaluation between municipal and private nurseries educators. More specifically, private 

nurseries educators’ rate higher than municipal nurseries educators the hygiene conditions, 

gross motor activities and the available hours in the nursery schedule for free play, while they 

rate lower on daily nutrition. 

Finally, the results of the survey confirm the second research hypothesis and there seems to 
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be a difference in ratings between educators working in urban, semi-urban and rural areas. 

More specifically, educators working in semi-urban and rural areas rate higher on 

staff-parents’ interactions and the children's outdoor play, compared to those working in 

urban areas. Possibly, the difference in staff-parents’ interactions may be explained by the 

fact that in areas with small populations usually more people know each other and this 

provides a basis for building relationships and cooperation later in the nursery. Similarly, the 

difference in hours devoted to children's outdoor activities in relation to the location of 

nurseries may be explained by the potential of the surrounding area. Besides, there are not a 

few cases where in large cities, many nurseries have limited outdoor space due to the town 

planning. 

5. Research Limitations and Implications for Practice and Further Research 

Although Google Form has been used to conduct many studies (e.g., Agung et al., 2019; 

Djenno et al., 2015), the limitations of its use should also be mentioned. The educators who 

were not registered in the specific social media group where the questionnaire was posted 

could not participate in the survey. The educators who have difficulty using electronic media 

were also excluded. Finally, the identity of participants could not be verified so the 

researchers could not be sure that only educators participated. 

Despite the fact that a larger sample size is required to generalise the results, this study 

highlights potential problems in the quality of education and care programs for children under 

3 years of age. Thus, special attention should be paid to the adherence to staff-to-child ratios, 

the creation of small groups of children, play corners for children, support to parents and 

professional satisfaction of educators, as those are factors that significantly influence the 

process of learning and care for children (OECD, 2019; Anders, 2015; European Commission, 

2014). All the above should be considered by the policy-making community and educators 

themselves to meet the criteria of quality of programmes for that specific age group. 

Finally, it would be beneficial to conduct more research on the quality of education and care 

programmes for children under the age of 3, because there are not enough such surveys in 

Greece. For example, interviews can be conducted with the educators to reveal possible 

problems and perspectives concerning the quality of the programmes and then the results can 

be used to improve the education provided. 

6. Conclusion 

In summary, this research attempts to contribute to the investigation of the quality of 

education and care programmes for children under the age of 3, mainly in Greece. The results 

of the survey show that the evaluation of the programmes by the educators is overall at a 

moderate level. The scales that were rated with higher scores concern the interactions within 

nurseries and the educational activities, but this does not necessarily mean that they are of 

high quality, since their score on the seven-point scale was 5 (good level). On the other hand, 

the scales relating to 'standards' for services and space requirements and conditions for staff 

scored lower. Therefore, it seems necessary to pay the necessary attention to the conditions 

that contribute to these results and at the same time to investigate for possible solutions to 
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address them to achieve the highest possible quality of education and care for children under 

the age of 3 in Greece. 
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