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The first 1,000 days, spanning from conception to a child’s second birthday, represent a critical 

period for growth and development. Within this timeframe, the initial 100 days, including the 

neonatal phase and early infancy, are particularly pivotal for survival and long-term health 

outcomes. This stage is marked by rapid physiological changes and development, leaving infants 

highly sensitive to environmental factors (Mcdonald & Thorne-Lyman, 2018). In the United Kingdom, 

neonatal mortality remains a pressing issue. According to the Office for National Statistics, the 

neonatal mortality rate in 2021 was 2.7 deaths per 1,000 live births, with prematurity being a leading 

cause of mortality. Babies born at shorter gestational ages face heightened risks, emphasising the 

importance of targeted interventions during this crucial period (Amy Watts, 2023). The UK 

government acknowledges the significance of the first 1,001 days, recognising it as a foundational 

period for shaping a child’s future health and well-being. Initiatives such as "The Best Start for Life" 

advocate for early support to optimise outcomes during this time (Department of Health and Social 

Care, 2021). In addition, organisations like the Parent-Infant Foundation highlight the importance of 

early emotional well-being, noting the lasting effects of experiences during this period on brain 

development and life outcomes (Parent-Infant Foundation, no date).

In summary, the first 100 days within the broader context of the 1,000 days are essential for 

reducing neonatal mortality, supporting development, and laying the foundation for lifelong health 

and well-being. Targeted healthcare, nutrition, and psychosocial support are critical to achieving 

these objectives (Mcdonald & Thorne-Lyman, 2018).

(Nurture Central, 2022)
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During pregnancy, maternal nutrition and health significantly influence foetal development. A balanced 
diet rich in essential nutrients supports organ formation and reduces the risk of birth complications. The 

UK Government advises pregnant women to maintain a healthy diet, take 10 micrograms of vitamin D 
daily, and continue folic acid supplementation up to the 12th week of pregnancy to promote optimal 
foetal health (Gov, no date). Gradovski, M. et al. (2020) back this up by explaining how maternal well-

being and dietary practices significantly influence foetal growth and the formation of vital organs. 
Adequate intake of essential nutrients, including folic acid, is particularly critical during the early weeks 
of gestation, as it supports neural tube development and helps prevent birth defects. Similarly, vitamin 
D is vital for maintaining healthy bone formation and overall foetal development. . These practices not 

only reduce the risk of birth complications but also contribute to a strong foundation for the child’s 
future health.

The infancy period within the first 1,000 days, spanning from birth to one year, is critical for a child’s 
growth, brain development, and immune system maturation. This phase is characterised by rapid 

physical and cognitive advancement, with the brain forming up to one million new neural connections 
per second (Harvard University, 2024). Nutrition is fundamental during infancy, with the World Health 

Organization (WHO, 2021) recommending exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months, as breast milk 
provides essential nutrients and immunological protection. Breastfeeding has been linked to enhanced 

cognitive development and reduced risks of infections (Victora et al., 2016). In addition to optimal 
nutrition, vaccination during infancy is vital for preventing diseases that pose significant risks during 

this vulnerable period. The NHS immunisation schedule, which includes vaccines against measles, 
mumps, rubella, and whooping cough, is crucial for safeguarding infant health (NHS, 2022).

.

(Hands up Mallee, no date)

Pregnancy and infancy 
period
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Toddler years

The toddler years, spanning from one to three years of age, are a crucial period within the first 1,000 days, as 
they lay the foundation for lifelong development in physical, cognitive, social, and emotional domains. During 
this stage, children undergo significant brain development, with the brain reaching about 80% of its adult size 

by age three (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). The toddler years are characterised by rapid growth, increasing motor 
skills, and the development of language abilities, which are heavily influenced by early experiences and 

interactions with caregivers. During this period, motor development accelerates as toddlers transition from 
crawling to walking, running, and more complex motor skills. These advancements are supported by 

opportunities for exploration and physical activity, which help refine coordination and build strength. 
Research underscores the importance of caregiver involvement in creating safe environments that encourage 

movement and active play, which are essential for healthy physical growth and motor development 
(Willumsen & Bull, 2020). Language development during the toddler years is equally remarkable, with many 

children progressing from saying single words to forming complex sentences. This process is shaped by 
frequent and meaningful interactions with caregivers, who provide linguistic input, model vocabulary, and 

engage in responsive communication. Responsive caregiving, such as reading aloud, asking open-ended 
questions, and engaging in dialogue, is particularly effective in promoting language acquisition (Hoff, 2006). 
Hart and Risley’s (1995) landmark study highlights the "word gap," showing that children exposed to richer 
verbal environments in their early years develop more extensive vocabularies and better language skills. 

Recent studies have both supported and critiqued Hart and Risley's findings on the "word gap," which posits 
that by age three, children from higher socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds are exposed to significantly 

more words than their lower SES counterparts. For instance, a study by Gilkerson et al. (2017) utilized 
advanced recording technology to capture the language environments of children from diverse backgrounds. 
Their findings indicated a substantial disparity in the number of words addressed to children from different 

SES groups, aligning with Hart and Risley's original conclusions, though the estimated gap was smaller.

(Canva, 2025)

4



What is exceptional caregiving?

Exceptional care in early childhood refers to a holistic, child-
centred, and inclusive approach to nurturing children’s 

development across physical, emotional, cognitive, and social 
dimensions. It is an approach that exceeds basic care, focusing on 

creating enriching environments and fostering positive 
interactions that support lifelong well-being and development 

(Department for Education, 2023). Creating enabling 
environments is a core principle of exceptional care. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) emphasises 
the importance of the surrounding environment in shaping a 

child’s development. The immediate microsystem, comprising 
caregivers and educational settings, plays a critical role in 

fostering growth. The EYFS framework highlights the need for safe, 
stimulating, and adaptable environments that encourage 

exploration and play (Department for Education, 2021). For 
example, environments designed with accessible play materials 

and sensory stimuli can foster motor development and cognitive 
engagement, essential during early childhood (Allen, 2011). 
Responsive caregiving is another pillar of exceptional care. 

Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory underlines the importance of 
secure relationships with caregivers, which form the foundation 

for emotional and social well-being. When caregivers respond 
promptly and sensitively to a child’s needs, they establish a 

secure attachment that supports the development of trust, self-
regulation, and confidence. Pikler’s approach similarly highlights 

the value of respectful caregiving, which prioritises autonomy and 
active participation in routines, further enhancing emotional 

security and cognitive development (Pikler, 1940). Studies 
demonstrate that children with secure attachments are more 

likely to exhibit positive social behaviours and emotional resilience 
(Ainsworth et al., 2015).

Nutrition is also vital to exceptional care, as early childhood 
represents a critical period for physical and neurological 

development. The World Health Organization (2021) recommends 
exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months, followed by 

complementary feeding alongside continued breastfeeding to 
ensure optimal growth and immune function. Nutritional 

deficiencies during this period can impair brain development and 
hinder learning capabilities (Victora et al., 2016). The EYFS 

framework reinforces the importance of balanced nutrition within 
childcare settings to combat inequalities in health outcomes, 

ensuring that every child has access to the nutrients required for 
healthy growth (Department for Education, 2021). Inclusive 

practices further define exceptional care, ensuring that all children, 
including those with additional needs or from diverse cultural and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, receive equitable opportunities. By 

tailoring activities, resources, and environments to individual needs, 
inclusive practice ensures that every child feels valued and 

supported. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlights 
the broader societal influences on development, suggesting that 
inclusive policies and practices at institutional and societal levels 

are essential for fostering equality (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Evidence 
shows that inclusive environments promote social cohesion and 

reduce developmental disparities (Sylva et al., 2010). The 
importance of exceptional care lies in its ability to lay the 

foundations for lifelong success. By addressing all dimensions of 
development, it promotes holistic well-being, narrows inequalities, 
and equips children to navigate the challenges of a complex world. 

Guided by robust theoretical frameworks and evidence-based 
practices, exceptional care represents a commitment to the 
potential of every child (Department for Education, 2021).
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What is the role of an Early Years 

practitioner in supporting children and 

their families in the first 1000 days?

Early years practitioners bear significant responsibility for ensuring that children and 
families receive the support needed to navigate the challenges of the first 1,000 days. 
Healthcare practitioners, such as midwives and health visitors, monitor maternal and 
infant health, provide essential guidance on prenatal care, and offer support during 
early childhood development. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence 
(NICE) (2023) outlines that monitoring maternal health and providing tailored advice 
during pregnancy are essential in promoting optimal developmental outcomes. Early 

years educators help foster a stimulating environment for cognitive and social growth, 
while social workers address broader issues, such as safeguarding, poverty, and family 
welfare (Department for Education, 2021). Additionally, early years practitioners must 
cultivate key skills, such as active listening, cultural competence, and trauma-informed 
care. Active listening allows practitioners to address the concerns and needs of parents 
effectively, promoting a strong sense of trust (Cohen et al., 2004). Cultural competence 

ensures that practitioners can engage respectfully and effectively with families from 
diverse backgrounds (Sullivan et al., 2021), while trauma-informed care acknowledges 

and addresses the psychological impacts of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 
which can have long-lasting effects on children’s development (Meyer et al., 2017).
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Effective partnership working and 
support strategies 

Maternal factors, including mental health, nutrition, and 
access to healthcare, significantly affect early childhood 
development. NICE (2023) suggests that maternal mental 

health, particularly depression and anxiety, can 
negatively influence a child’s cognitive and emotional 

development. Early years practitioners can provide 
critical support by offering guidance on accessing mental 

health services, signposting to breastfeeding support 
groups, and ensuring access to relevant community 

resources. Furthermore, proper nutrition during 
pregnancy and infancy is essential for foetal and infant 

development. The World Health Organization (2021) 
recommends adequate maternal nutrition, including folic 

acid supplementation and access to a balanced diet, to 
reduce the risk of developmental issues. In cases where 

families face socioeconomic challenges, early years 
practitioners must ensure that children’s nutritional 

needs are met through social support systems. Training 
practitioners in these areas ensures that they are 
equipped to address these challenges and offer 

appropriate resources to families in need (Pikler, 1940)

Collaboration among professionals is crucial in ensuring effective 
support for children and families during the first 1,000 days. By 
fostering partnership working, healthcare providers, early years 
educators, and social workers create a coordinated system that 

addresses all aspects of child development, from physical health 
to emotional well-being. This integration ensures timely 

interventions, such as developmental monitoring or trauma-
informed care, tailored to individual needs (Department for 

Education, 2021).
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework advocates for 

collaborative practices, emphasising the alignment of 
professionals’ efforts to provide consistent care (Department for 
Education, 2021). Partnership working also empowers families by 

delivering cohesive guidance, equipping parents with skills to 
nurture their children effectively. Research shows that engaging 

families in decision-making enhances trust, supports cultural 
competence, and improves developmental outcomes (NICE, 2023). 

(Oxford University Press,n.d.) 
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Effective support for children and families during the first 1,000 days relies on well-

trained practitioners who are familiar with national and international guidelines. For 

example, the EYFS framework provides clear guidelines for supporting children’s 

development, ensuring that practitioners understand the essential aspects of early 

childhood care (Department for Education, 2021). NICE guidelines offer additional 

evidence-based recommendations for ensuring the health and safety of infants and 

young children, with a particular focus on promoting optimal developmental 

trajectories (NICE, 2023).

Continuous professional development is essential to ensure that early years 

practitioners stay up to date with the latest research and best practices in child 

development. The implementation of these guidelines and ongoing training ensures 

that professionals can provide evidence-based interventions that are sensitive to the 

specific needs of each child and family (Sullivan et al., 2021).

In conclusion, early years practitioners play a 
vital role in supporting children and families 
during the first 1,000 days of life. Through 
collaboration, active listening, and trauma-

informed care, these professionals can 
significantly impact the holistic development of 

children (Cohen et al., 2004). Adherence to 
national guidelines, such as those provided by 

the National Institute for Health and Care 
Excellence (NICE), ensures that practitioners 
deliver evidence-based and equitable care 

(NICE, 2023). By addressing maternal factors 
and ensuring equitable access to essential 

resources, early years practitioners help lay the 
foundation for future success, supporting 

children in becoming healthy, capable, and 
resilient individuals.

(Early Years Careers, n.d.) 
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Area Challenge Proposed Solutions

Systemic Issues

Funding limitations: Limited budgets in early childhood education and care 

restrict access to essential resources and staff recruitment (OECD, 2022). 

High caseloads: Overwhelmed practitioners are unable to provide 

personalised care, negatively affecting child outcomes (Taggart et al., 2015). 

Staff shortages: Workforce deficits lead to poor child-to-practitioner ratios, 

reducing the quality of interactions (DfE, 2023).

Policy reform: Governments should increase funding for early years programmes 

to ensure resource availability and sustainability (OECD, 2022). Incentives for 

recruitment: Provide better salaries, career progression opportunities, and public 

recognition to attract and retain skilled practitioners (Taggart et al., 2015). 

Enhanced infrastructure: Invest in better facilities to create high-quality 

environments (DfE, 2023).

Societal Barriers

Cultural misunderstandings: Miscommunication between practitioners 

and families from diverse backgrounds can hinder effective support 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Stigma: Parents may avoid seeking help due to 

fear of judgment or perceived failure (Mental Health Foundation, 2023). 

Family instability: Issues such as poverty, homelessness, or domestic 

conflict disrupt children’s development and create barriers to care (JRF, 

2023).

Cultural competence training: Equip practitioners with skills to engage 

meaningfully with families from varied cultural contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Community outreach programmes: Reduce stigma by fostering trust and 

promoting the benefits of accessing early support (Mental Health Foundation, 

2023). Holistic family services: Offer integrated services to address family 

challenges like poverty and housing instability (JRF, 2023).

Personal 

Challenges

Burnout: Practitioners face emotional exhaustion and stress from managing 

high workloads and emotionally demanding roles (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Lack of training: Practitioners without adequate training may struggle to 

implement trauma-informed care or developmental monitoring effectively 

(NICE, 2023). Low morale: Perceived undervaluation of the profession 

impacts motivation and job satisfaction (Pascal et al., 2021).

Professional development: Regular CPD programmes focusing on trauma-informed 

care, child development, and resilience should be mandated (NICE, 2023). Well-being 

initiatives: Introduce workplace support systems such as counselling and peer support 

networks to mitigate burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Professional recognition: 

Elevate the status of early years practitioners through awards and public campaigns 

(Pascal et al., 2021).

Proposed 

Solutions

Policy reform: Systemic change in funding, regulation, and workforce 

policies is crucial for addressing core challenges (DfE, 2023). Better 

resource allocation: Prioritise funding for disadvantaged communities 

where support is most needed (JRF, 2023). Professional development: 

Expand access to qualifications and training to improve practitioners’ 

skills, job satisfaction, and child outcomes (Pascal et al., 2021).

Advocacy and lobbying: Practitioners, researchers, and organisations should work 

together to influence government policies (DfE, 2023). Transparent resource 

management: Implement accountability measures to track how resources are used 

(JRF, 2023). Recognition programmes: Establish initiatives that celebrate 

achievements and promote the importance of the early years workforce (Pascal et 

al., 2021).

What are the challenges in providing high quality care?
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The first 1,000 days represent a crucial window for 
fostering a child's development. Structured activities 

such as sensory play, outdoor exploration, and 
culturally responsive games provide meaningful 

learning opportunities that support physical, 
emotional, and cognitive growth. Sensory play, for 

instance, allows infants and toddlers to explore their 
environment through touch, sight, and sound, aiding 

neural development and enhancing motor skills 
(Lerner & Greenip, 2023). Activities such as water 
play or handling textured materials stimulate the 

senses while fostering curiosity and problem-solving 
skills (Victora et al., 2016).

Engaging Activities in the First 1,000 
Days: Supporting Holistic Development

Loose parts play—a child-led activity that involves using open-
ended materials like pebbles, wooden blocks, or fabric—
encourages creativity and critical thinking. Children can 

manipulate and combine objects in unique ways, promoting 
decision-making and resilience (Pascal, Bertram, & Cole-Albäck, 

2021). This approach is rooted in the principles of the Reggio 
Emilia philosophy, which values the child as an active participant 

in their learning (Thornton & Brunton, 2020). Similarly, baby 
massage provides physical contact that strengthens the parent-

child bond, reduces stress, and supports emotional well-being 
(NHS Start for Life, 2023). This practice is particularly beneficial 
in reducing maternal anxiety, which can positively influence child 

outcomes. Reading and storytelling are equally vital, as they 
enhance language acquisition and nurture social-emotional 

skills. According to Hoff (2006), these activities build 
foundational literacy and communication skills by exposing 

children to rich language patterns(Kinderoo Children's Academy, n.d.).

Shutterstock, n.d.)
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Different cultural approaches to early learning illustrate 
diverse methods for promoting meaningful activities. 

Forest School, common in Scandinavian countries, immerses 
children in outdoor environments. This approach supports 

risk assessment, resilience, and physical health, as children 
explore natural settings and engage in activities like 

climbing and building shelters (Willumsen & Bull, 2020). 
Outdoor learning also aligns with guidelines by the World 

Health Organisation (2023), which emphasise physical 
activity as essential for young children.

In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach, originating in Italy, 
prioritises creative expression through art, drama, and 

loose parts play. This philosophy views the environment as 
the "third teacher," enabling children to construct 

knowledge through interaction with materials and peers 
(Edwards et al., 1998). While Forest School promotes 

physical exploration, Reggio Emilia fosters cognitive and 
creative development, offering complementary benefits. 
Both approaches recognise the importance of autonomy 
and active engagement in learning. For example, a loose 

parts activity conducted outdoors can merge elements of 
both methods, combining physical movement with 

imaginative play. By integrating such international 
practices, early years practitioners can create inclusive, 
meaningful learning environments tailored to individual 

needs (Pascal, Bertram, & Cole-Albäck, 2021).

(Unsplash, n.d.).

(Cadence Education, 2021). 

International approach to activities.
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