What are the first 1000 days?
The first 1000 days of a child’s life is considered one of the most important periods.
It begins from conception all the way to the child’s second birthday. This period is critical as this is when the foundation of developing physical growth, emotional wellbeing and brain development begin.
The first 1000 days of a child’s brain development is referred to as the ‘architectural foundation’. This is where the brain begins to build rapidly which begins a pregnancy creating millions of neurons and synapses by the second.
Pregnancy and Prenatal.
When you discover your pregnant, decision can be made that can affect the child’s development. Things you need to consider is making sure you’re eating food full of vitamins and nutrients, having a healthier lifestyle, making sure you take care of yourself and child’s health by making regular appointments where you can check your blood pressure, your weight and having regular ultrasound scans. These you can pick up on any inconsistencies, any health issues and give you, as a soon to be parent, the opportunity to ask questions and feel more prepared for this life changing event. 
Crystal D Karakochuk et al. (2018) reminds us that, even a woman with healthy attitude towards health and nutrition, need to boost their intake for their bodies to be prepared for the changes that pregnancy brings. 

Infancy
This period is where development goes into overdrive!
While the brain development grows, it is vital that the child receives the best form of nutrition be it breast milk or formula. Nutrients that help’s support immune systems therefore it’s important to include zinc, iron, protein and omega-3 in yours and baby’s diet.
When doing research on the subject Likhar A, Patil MS (2022) considers the difficulty some parents have with deciding when’s best to begin to eat soild foods as breastmilk and formular may not meet the needs of the child. The needs could be how hungry the child may be, how fast they are growing along with their age. 
It is also the stage where secure attachments begin to form. With these attachments begin made, the child begins to experience feeling of different emotions, picking up on social queues and being to understand different voices, sounds and making noises.
Toddler
This stage is where the fun begins!
This is where the child they become even more inquisitive and are ready to explore the outside world. The foundations are being laid in terms of learning and relationships, pushing bounders and starting to form words and sentences. (mostly ‘no’ and ‘why’)
What is caregiving?
Someone who is a safe place.
Someone who keeps a safe environment and makes sure that they do daily checks to make the environment is secure.
Someone who recognises the needs to the child, responds and meets those needs.
Someone who can provide guidance in a loving and comforting way and, by doing so, building a relationship that is built on trust

Someone who can provide a healthy lifestyle which includes the right nutrition and vitamins.
Someone who see if there’s an issue and helps by providing the right care be it medical (using the proper healthcare services provided) or emotional (being affectionate and loving). 
Someone who helps the child start to develop different skills by giving the child opportunities. 
Someone who shows nurturing behaviour like reading books to them, effective body language. (Everyone loves a cwtsh!)
Someone who gives the child the chance to play and create safe environment so they can explore. 
Abraham Maslow created a theory where he believes there are 5 different levels of needs that a person needs to be met so a person can reach self-actualization. These needs can become self-motivated in time but when younger, caregivers can help meet these needs to help the child achieve their full protentional.
Emmi Pikler is a theorist from Hungary which has created her own theory on caring for infants that changed how people approach caregiving. She thought of the child as a whole person full of self-awareness and, given the correct and consistent care, can thrive in any environment. 
She created the seven core principles in her approach.
Full attention – being present when have caring moment like nappy changes, bath time, feeding so the child feels like apart if the prosses and not being rush through another task of the day. 
Slow down - take your time and explain what you are doing so the child has time to process and engage in the moment.
Build trust through consistent care – having the stability of a primary caregiver can help the child feel comfortable and safe to go and explore.
“With” not “To” the child – this is all about cooperation with the child. Letting them be a part of the experience so they can appreciate and learn from every moment. 
Free Movement – Let the baby do the work! Don’t force a child into a position that they can do themselves. This can help with their balance and their sense of ‘I can do it’.
Uninterrupted Play – Don't try and make them play in a different or ‘better’ way. Let them play independently to improve their motivation and attention span.
Knowing the child’s cue – Observe the child so you can help pick up on subtle signs or signals to help and respond rather than thinking you know best. 
These theorists have more than a love of structure and shapes in common.
Although they both are coming from different aspects of psychology, Maslow on human motiviation and Pikler on infant development, they intertwin perfectly when thinking a holistic child. 
Maslow give us what is needed to thrive, Pikler give us the foundation on how to meet those needs in the first 1000 days.























It takes a village to raise a child
The role of caregiver is more exciting, fun and full of enjoyment, but it is also much more than that.
It’s a role which is multifaceted. You are there to help start and build on their development, being there to help support the child and family by introducing them to other agencies if needed and you are also someone a child can attach and feel safe with.
You are someone who can create connections with the child by having active interaction which helps with brain development. This technique is called ‘serve and return’ - whatever the child ‘serves’ you ‘return’ with eye contact or with a verbal response.
You are creating a safe space and helping with a sense of belonging which, according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, are some of the most basic needs that need to be met to help with a child’s development.
You are providing learning moments even in the smallest of task. Encouraging the child to be involved and foster their sense of achievement and competence.
You are also a safe place where you can support parents in a way where there is no judgement. You can be the person to help guide parents and validate parents' experiences. You can help pick up or identify when a family needs extra support and help contact with appropriate agency and doing all this with keep the child and family's values and culture is being respected. 

When working in an early year's environment, working together is key for it to be exceptional and thriving. When everyone who is involved has a good relationship, it has a positive effect on the child’s development.
Bronfenbrenner recognised that a child’s development consists of layers that are complex which includes the child’s surroundings and interactions with others. 
His theory consists of five systems.
1. Microsystem
This system is where the child has the closest interactions with where there are structure and face to face contact.
2. Mesosystem
This layer is where all the connections happen. Better the connection between relationships, the better support the child’s development has.
3. Exosystem
This system is all about the settings that does not have a personal connection with the child but can affect them in an indirect way. 
For example, if a parent feelings of stress become overwhelming and appear in the home life, this can make a child feel less secure even though they may have never been to that parent’s place of work.
4. Macrosystem
This system is all about the society and how the country’s view, values, laws and resources effect how the other system’s work. These are the invisible rules that everyone follows.
5. Chronosystem
This system is all life and historical events that happen in the child’s lifetime. These can be personal like a break-up in the family or something that effected the world like living through the Covid-19 pandemic.

Bronfenbrenner argues that we must support the child’s entire ecosystem to help them develop and have the best head start in life.

There are many different maternal aspects that can impact the development of a child. It is our role as an early year’s practitioner is to become a secure base for the parent, to validate the parent’s efforts and guiding them in the right direction if needed support.
You can help them contact their Health Visitors and Midwifes where they can give support on what supplements to take when pregnant, help monitor any complications during pregnancy like gestational diabetes or pre-eclampsia. They can also do regular checks and provide advice on the ‘serve and return’ technique or keep an eye out for any signs of Postnatal depression. They can also provide advice on lactation support or formula feeding support to make sure the child’s needs are being met but the mother or parent is not maternally burnout. 

You can also help by pointing parents in the direction of support groups and support groups in the local area. Become a parent can be isolating and lonely, feeling like you are the only one experiencing the highs and lows of parenting. Having a support group can help a feeling of community, where you are not the only one’s having these troubles and where you can help one another by being a support.
These groups can also help understand attachment cues, help them give the child more freedom to move and explore in different environments. 
Being a secure person and a safe person is important and a privilege.







Challenges
Like everything in life, being an exceptional caregiver in an early year’s setting does come with its challenges.
While many think being an early year’s practitioner is being a ‘glorified babysitter’, being an exception caregiver requires an in-depth understanding of child development, being a supportive environment and having a thick skin. 
Being an early year’s practitioner is a job that is under paid and is underfunded. This can lead to many people leaving the setting, which means a high tune over in staff, which has a massive impact on a child who might have attached to that person. This also has an impact on how you can provide ‘slowed down care’ (Pikler’s approach) because the ratio of caregivers and children do not work.
Considering all the issues, the lack of education and qualified staff coming into these settings can impact on the level of support given for the complex need of children.
Something people who have never experienced working in an early year setting may not understand is how emotionally draining work with children can be.
You spend your day constantly helping a large group infants, toddlers and/or children regulate these big emotions. This task is big and can be heavy, especially if a child comes from a high-stress home life as you tend to take on the child’s toxic stress as your own. This is why it is so important to remember yourself and others you work with that looking after yourself and protecting your boundaries is not selfish, it is making sure that you are at your best to support these children. You want to be ‘responsive’ not ‘reactive’. 
You must remember that everyone has different opinions and different approaches when it comes what is right for a child’s development. While an early year setting may use chose one approach, parents might disagree. This is where it is important that you have a good level of communication so that these sensitive subjects can be navigated in an appropriate manner where everyone feels comfortable and safe.
Parenting and how to parent has changed dramatically over time. Everyone is busier, everyone priorities are different and have pressures that affect everyone differently. Children are coming into settings from home life that may be unstable which makes that child hypersensitive is different situations. It can be difficult to meet that child’s needs as practitioners do not have the appropriate ratio or the right skills set. Having a busier lifestyle also means that children are in car seats, bouncers or walkers longer therefore do not experience the freedom of movement need for their development or put in front of a screen too often which can impact their brain development. 
These issues can become problematic, and this is why it is imperative that early year's settings provide continuous professional development and take the time to reflect and talk about the observations they have made. This can give a true reflection on the child’s need and can help give the child the right support. 
Activites
When it comes to activities for the first 1000 days of a child’s life, some might think that the more toys, the better. This is not always true.
This is the opportune time for the child build connections and need encouragement.
0-6 months
This stage is all about processing and building attachments therefore sensory activities are essential. 
These activities can include ‘serve and return’; mimic whatever baby is doing be it a sound or face expression which can help with communication and emotional regulation. Timmy Time which helps strengthens baby’s muscles and prepare for later milestones like crawling.
6-12 months
This stage is where they have more movement and start to develop their fine motor skills.
Inroducing them to household objects which have different weights and textures can help stimulate them in a sensory way. Things like different clothing, different materials like metals or wood (wooden spoon, metal cutlery) and finding new games to play.
‘Tap Tap Box’ is also a great game where you put objects hide objects in a box and introduce them one at a time and return them back to the box or Peek-a-Boo. These games help with the child understanding that things are still there even though you can always see them.
Finger foods are great for this stage because it helps with their independence, explore new soft foods, develops pincer grip and is a lot of fun!
12-24 months
This stage is where the real fun begins!
This is where children being to test boundaries, understand their role in the world and where their self-actualisation comes into play.
Role playing games are always fun at this age. It gives the child the opportunity to feel helpful and all grown up, like they are doing something important.
Developing their gross motor skills by building obstacle course out of everyday items. This can help them push the boundaries of what they can do physically, build their confidence and seeing what they can do without someone correcting their movements.
Giving them opportunities to develop their cognitive needs by giving them cause and effect play. This can be with water, sand or mud. Giving them different size cups, funnels and sponges. Letting them the chance to learn about gravity, volume and displacement in their own way.
It is also important not to underestimate the power of quiet play.
Let the child explore and play without your input can be difficult sometimes but it is so essential and necessary for the child time to play uninterrupted so their brain and develop a long attention span. 
Froebelian and Montessori believe that using loose parts are a brilliant and affective way of help a child’s development. Although Froebelian’s approach is more for the child to learn about connectedness to all things and Montessori believes in the more sensory and functional aspect. Both believe in the freedom of exploration using different materials.
Loose Parts are things that do not have instruction. You can do what you like with them; there is not one way of playing. They can be anything you like!
The difficulties with ‘closed toys’ are that a doll is a doll or a car is a car and it can be difficult for the child to think of it as anything else.
Loose part can be a cardboard box, an empty plastic bottle or old scarf and the functions on these are endless. The child imagination can begin to create a world of endless possibilities
Introducing child to this kind of play can help develop their cognitive development, fine and gross motor skills, sensory opportunities and language and literacy skills.
When providing these experiences, remember the 3 S’s.
Storage; where can they be store and organised in an aesthetically applying way?
Safety; Making sure the toys are a choke hazard and are non-toxic.
Space; Let children and enough room to construct and leave them so they can enjoy and revisit. 
There are many countries that use the loose parts approach.
Reggio Emilia (Italy) use this approach in a highly aesthetic, organise way that can help begin a ‘visual dialogue’ with the child and the material.
In Scandinavia, Forest schools like to use a risky approach. The use nature as their classroom, where things are not always as them seem. They encourage the children to become physical and that the children decide what is too risk and give them the opportunity to problem solve situations.
Anji Play in China like to do things on a bigger scale. Using their gross motor skills to build climbing structures, moveable objects, learning about teamwork and engineering.






