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New life can take us by surprise. It doesn’t always follow a predictable storyline of 

a boy meeting a girl; they settle down, create a home and start a family (Gerhardt, 

2015 pp, 15).

The first 1000 days, spanning from pregnancy to a child’s second year of life, are 

critical for laying the foundation for cognitive, emotional, and physical growth. 

During pregnancy, the foetus is influenced by the mother’s environment, 

processing sensory stimuli such as sounds, nutrition, and emotional experiences. 

Notably, the mother’s voice and heartbeat contribute to early auditory 

development, while her diet and well-being shape the foetus’s overall growth (HM 

Government, 2021; Pregnancy, Birth and Baby, no date).

A mother’s emotional well-being is especially important during this time. Prolonged 

stress or anxiety can elevate cortisol levels, potentially affecting the foetus’s brain 

development and future stress regulation. Chronic stress, such as that caused by 

financial hardship or the loss of a loved one, can create challenges in maintaining 

a stable environment, further increasing cortisol exposure. Additionally, harmful 

substances like alcohol, nicotine, or environmental pollutants can disrupt foetal 

growth and lead to developmental complications (Gerhardt, 2015).
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Brain development begins prior to birth, and the early stages of life represent a 

critical window for overall development, forming a solid foundation for future 

academic achievement and success in various areas of life. Proper nutrition, 

interactive play, verbal communication, and responsive caregiving further 

support the formation and progression of a baby’s brain and body (HM 

Government, 2021).

In the initial 1,000 days, key dietary components such as folate contribute 

significantly to the formation of neural pathways, muscle growth, and overall 

well-being. Deficiencies in these nutrients may impair brain development and 

increase the risk of birth defects or cognitive challenges (Gerhardt, 2015). 

Practices like breastfeeding and the timely introduction of complementary foods 

help ensure these nutritional needs are met. Moreover, safeguarding the child’s 

health through immunisations, maintaining a clean environment, and providing 

protection from harm is essential for meeting fundamental survival needs 

(Pregnancy, Birth and Baby, no date).
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A significant portion of the experiences that shape a baby’s brain development stems from interactions with primary caregivers. 

These interactions help ensure the baby feels safe and provide the emotional framework necessary to support early 

developmental milestones. Specifically, during the first 1000 days, a caregiver consistently responding to a baby’s cries wit h 

comfort and care can help the child develop secure attachments and a sense of trust. Conversely, in the absence of adult 

protection, toxic stress can become embedded in the child’s physiology, leading to enduring negative impacts on cognitive 

development, as well as physical and mental health (HM government, 2021). These dynamics highlight the critical importance of  

exceptional care. This topic will be examined in the next section as fundamental to supporting optimal early development and 

long-term well-being.
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In any capacity we undertake as adults, our contributions to child and brain development are indispensable. These contributions 

are central to providing exceptional care, as they involve creating stable, nurturing, and enriching environments that support 

optimal developmental outcomes for children (Garvey, 2023).  

A deeper understanding of adult roles in brain development begins with an exploration of key terms, such as brain architectur e 

and serve or return (Garvey, 2023).  

Brain architecture refers to the physical development of the brain, which is influenced by factors starting even before conception 

(Garvey, 2023).  Supporting maternal health through stress management and regular prenatal check -ups creates a supportive 

environment for optimal brain development. Such proactive measures by caregivers and healthcare providers reduce the risks 

of developmental delays and low birth weight, creating a solid starting point for the child's life journey (NHS, 2020).
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Serve-and-return interactions involve exchanges 

where a key adult figure responds to a child’s cues, 

promoting the development of communication 

skills, social abilities, and strong neural connections 

(Garvey, 2023).

The following video highlights the impact of serve-

and-return interactions on brain development, 

illustrating how these exchanges foster neural 

connections and support children’s social, 

emotional, and cognitive growth.
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Attachment Theory in Exceptional Care

Following the insights from the video, an infant who receives consistent and 

responsive caregiving, such as soothing during distress, maintaining eye contact, 

and engaging in regular verbal interactions, benefits significantly from serve-and-

return exchanges. During the first 1000 days, these interactions are a prime example 

of exceptional care. Such exchanges align with Bowlby’s theory, demonstrating the 

relevance of close relationships and interactions in fostering a child's emotional 

security and promoting cognitive development (The Education People, 2021).

By reinforcing the formation of neural connections, these interactions are 

instrumental in shaping healthy brain architecture during the critical early years of 

development. According to Bowlby’s theory, early relational connections establish the 

groundwork for future relationships. Through consistent and responsive caregiving, 

the infant gradually perceives the practitioner as a reliable and supportive figure, 

which enhances their sense of security and contributes to the development of a 

positive attachment relationship (The Education People, 2021).

This perspective highlights the importance of high-quality care for brain 

development, fostering a child’s social and emotional resilience while preparing them 

to begin school with a strong foundation for learning. Policies such as the Healthy 

Child Wales Programme (Welsh Government, 2016) enhance early childhood care 

by offering both universal and specialized services, including parenting support, 

routine health assessments, and developmental evaluations. By addressing health 

and social needs, these initiatives support children's growth and equip them with 

essential skills for lifelong success. Collaborative efforts among caregivers, 

communities, and policymakers further strengthen developmental outcomes during 

this critical period (HM Government, 2021).
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Children may develop as ‘healthy’ and ‘strong’ when they are able to interact with their environment and those who are to be 

found there (Abbott and Langston, pp. 105, 2005).

To accomplish this, recognise that infants and young children have inherent needs and rights that must be supported by 

practitioners, parents, and caregivers. These individuals should cultivate close, affirming relationships that prioritise the intrinsic 

value of each child. Within this framework, the concept of ‘health’ can be understood as a context in which children and thei r 

adult caregivers engage in mutually respectful interactions, responding thoughtfully to each other's needs (Abbott and Langst on, 

2005).

Fostering Development and Partnership in the First 1000 Days: 

The Role of Early Years Practitioners

This approach highlights the crucial role of early years practitioners in promoting holistic development during the first 

1000 days (Brodie, 2018). Effective educators critically evaluate their actions and possess a clear understanding of 

the rationale behind their pedagogical choices. By articulating their teaching philosophy, they demonstrate the ability 

to self-reflect and adapt their methods to meet children's needs. Practitioners who remain observant and engaged 

can use their expertise to enhance children's learning and development (Nutbrown and Page, 2008).
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Strong family-practitioner relationships are essential for supporting children, especially those with limited learning opportuni ties 

at home. Practitioners can foster trust by establishing empathetic communication and involving families in school-based 

activities, which allow them to share professional knowledge and better understand each child’s unique needs. Through 

collaboration with families, practitioners can identify children requiring additional assistance and provide tailored support . 

Encouraging parents to engage in meaningful interactions such as talking, playing, and reading with their children creates a 

supportive learning environment. By respecting cultural backgrounds, practitioners empower families to share their experience s, 

fostering an inclusive and enriched community (Brodie, 2018).

Support children in developing individualised strategies to cope with emotions of unease when separating from their parents. 

For some, this may involve seeking comfort in a familiar object brought from home, helping them develop a sense of steadiness 

and reassurance within the setting. Others may require emotional reassurance through close, nurturing interactions with their  

key person. Alternatively, some children may quickly engage in preferred activities or social interactions with a familiar peer, 

using these as a means to self-regulate and adapt to the environment (Department for Education, 2023).

The Development Matters framework closely aligns with the role of practitioners during the first 1000 days, emphasising the 

significance of fostering emotional security, promoting physical and cognitive development, establishing effective partnerships 

with families and other professionals, and providing the necessary support to achieve these objectives (Department for 

Education, 2023).
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These are some strategies that reflect how practitioners support emotional development while working collaboratively with 

families and in partnership with other professionals:

Ensure that newborns, early learners, and young individuals feel respected, cared for, and protected as unique individuals. The 

primary caregiver approach provides children with a stable foundation of care and affection, combined with consistent routines, 

enabling them to engage in exploration and play with confidence. This can be observed, for instance, during nappy changes, 

they might engage the baby by singing softly or making eye contact, reinforcing a sense of safety and connection (Department 

for Education, 2023).

This practice reflects the principles of the Healthy Child Wales Programme (Welsh Government, 2016), which highlights the role 

of nurturing care in fostering secure attachments and promoting emotional and physical well-being. Such practices help 

practitioners build strong bonds with children, creating an environment that supports their developmental needs and lays the 

groundwork for their future learning and growth.
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Infants and toddlers enjoy interactive rhymes and games. Participating in these activities helps them develop their attention and 

listening skills as they gradually learn to join in with the words and movements. Provide them with opportunities to foresee the 

words and actions in their preferred songs. By way of example, consider how songs like 'The Itsy Bitsy Spider' or 'Twinkle, 

Twinkle Little Star' help children learn to predict words and movements, supporting the development of early language skills 

(Department for Education, 2023).

Such practices align with national policies focused on fostering enriching environments for young children, including the 

Enabling Learning program in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023), which outlines the importance of inclusive practices and 

building strong connections with families. This shares a strong association with the importance of effective partnership working, 

especially in the context of supporting families and delivering early years care. Practitioners assist and guide learners in 

understanding that others may hold different perspectives and emotions. They engage with learners by acknowledging their 

interests, likes, and dislikes while respecting their preferences and choices. This approach empowers learners to express 

themselves and take responsibility for their decisions (Welsh Government, 2023).
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Exploring Key Challenges in the Critical First 1000 Days

Ensuring a strong foundation during a baby’s first 1000 days is crucial for cognitive, social, and emotional development, offering 

significant benefits as children grow and begin their educational journey. Nonetheless, providing high-quality early childhood 

care during this critical period presents challenges that can influence the overall effectiveness of developmental support (World 

Health Organization, 2018).

Practitioners in the early years face a range of challenges that can compromise their ability to deliver exemplary care during this 

critical period. A prominent difficulty is the restricted access to effective training and resource availability. Many educators may 

not receive sufficient professional development in evidence-based practices, such as fostering early attachment, addressing 

trauma, or integrating play-based learning into their work. These gaps in knowledge and resources can limit their capacity to 

deliver effective interventions and tailored support to children and families (Barrell and Darling-Hammond, 2008).

In addition to training deficiencies, financial constraints exacerbate the challenges faced by practitioners. Limited funding and 

resources not only affect families but also place significant strain on early years settings, impacting the ability to provide 

targeted care. For instance, practitioners supporting families in financial distress may lack access to trauma-informed training or 

strategies to assist with parental mental health, both of which are critical for addressing the complex needs of disadvantaged 

families. These limitations underscore the pressing need for enhanced training opportunities and resource allocation to 

empower practitioners to deliver impactful and responsive care (Forrester et al. 2022).
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The excessive use of technology poses a significant challenge for early years professionals, creating barriers to delivering high-

quality care. Practitioners must balance minimizing screen exposure with fostering hands-on, experiential learning and guiding 

families toward appropriate technology use at home. For example, a child who consistently uses a screen during mealtimes 

may miss opportunities for cognitive development, such as recognising different foods (Brodie, 2018).

Addressing these challenges requires robust support systems, continuous professional development, and collaboration among 

practitioners, families, and policymakers. Policies such as A Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh 

Government, 2022) provide practitioners with a structured framework to design inclusive and developmentally appropriate 

environments. By offering guidance on experiential activities, the curriculum bridges gaps in training and resources, promoting 

holistic development in early childhood settings.

Additionally, practitioners must engage in Continuing Professional Development (CPD) opportunities to continually update thei r 

skills and knowledge, such as attending workshops on supporting secure attachment or infant mental health, enabling them to 

deliver high-quality care during the critical first 1000 days, which are pivotal for shaping a child’s development and future 

potential (CPD News Team, 2024).
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Play is an indispensable element of any curriculum for young children, as it is a fundamental and instinctive way for them to 

learn and grow, particularly in the first 1000 days of their lives (Nutbrown and Page, 2008).

Infants must acquire all their knowledge, and the atmosphere we provide can either promote or inhibit this advancement. A 

child's brain is uniquely shaped by their experiences, which are moulded by their interactions with caregivers, their activit ies, 

and the surroundings in which they are nurtured (Stead, 2024).

The environment must be designed to be inclusive, accommodating children from various backgrounds. While some children 

may require specialized assistance due to specific learning differences or developmental disabilities, all children bring unique 

qualities and interests that influence how they engage with and benefit from their educational experiences. To exemplify this , a 

practitioner could use visual schedules and clear routines to help an autistic child feel more secure and prepared for transi tions 

between activities, ensuring that every child feels included and valued in the learning environment (Knowles, 2018).

Nurturing Early Development: Fostering Growth Through Play, Inclusion 

and Global Frameworks
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The foundation of holistic and meaningful learning for all children lies in capable, observant, and engaged adults who create 

genuine and stimulating experiences within dynamic and inspiring environments. These thoughtfully designed activities enhance 

children’s attention and listening abilities across diverse settings, including indoor spaces and natural environments (Forrester 

et al. 2022). During the first 1000 days, such engaging environments are particularly crucial, offering ample avenues for children 

to explore physical, creative, and imaginative activities while safely exploring their interests, independently or with peers. 

Moreover, these experiences foster cognitive growth by encouraging tasks like identifying differences, and organizing, and 

categorizing animate and inanimate entities (Welsh Government, 2022).

These examples highlight key elements in creating functional, nurturing spaces that foster meaningful experiences during the 

critical first 1000 days, grounded in theoretical frameworks:

Cognitive 

development

Sensory room

This approach aligns with Piaget’s 

theory, which highlights the role of 

the adult as a facilitator, intervening 

sparingly and only when appropriate 

while identifying play as a 
fundamental mechanism for 

promoting cognitive development 

(Nutbrown and Page, 2008).

During the first 1000 days, a 

caregiver might introduce a sensory 

mat with soft, crinkly, and textured 

surfaces, allowing the baby to 

explore through touch while 
encouraging early hand-eye 

coordination and curiosity 

(Department for Education, 2023).

Crist iane Ribeiro de Freitas
2417935

ECEY4005/C

3053 Word Count

(Source: Stead, 2024)

14



Crawling Space

Physical 

development: 

Singing time

Language and

development

Serve-and-Return

Social and 

Emotional

Development 

Caregivers engage children in responsive 

conversations, such as reacting to their 

laughter or responding to their questions. This 

strengthens relationships and emotional 

security (Department for Education, 

2023). This principle reinforces Bowlby’s 

theories, which propose that infants are 

biologically predisposed to form attachments 

with others for survival, highlighting the first 

1000 days as a critical period for establishing 

these bonds (The Education People, 2021).

During this critical period, the caregiver sings 

nursery rhymes, engaging the baby’s language 

centres by introducing vocabulary, rhythm, and 

repetition while also strengthening their bond 

through shared interaction (Department for 

Education, 2023). This aligns with Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory, as the caregiver scaffolds 

the child’s learning within the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD), fostering language 

development beyond what the child could 

achieve independently (The Education People, 

2021).

To encourage exploration and problem-

solving, caregivers may place soft cushions 

and a small tunnel in the baby’s path. As the 

baby navigates around the obstacles, they 

strengthen their core, arms, and legs while 

developing spatial awareness and coordination 

(Department for Education, 2023). This 

approach reflects Dewey’s principles for child-

led exploration and practical engagement as 

key methods for helping children make sense 

of their surroundings (Pedagogy for Change, 

2019).

(Source: TTS, no date) (Source: Anon, 2021) (Source: New Horizon Academy, 2023)
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Consider the following scenario: the caregiver sets up a play area with various wooden blocks, fabric scraps, and pinecones, 

encouraging the child to explore and experiment. This open-ended activity sparks the child’s curiosity, fosters creativity, and 

promotes fine motor skills, problem-solving, and imaginative thinking. This approach is commonly known in early years 

environments as 'Loose Parts Play' (Daly et al. 2015).

When children engage with loose parts, they immerse themselves in a realm of possibilities, fostering the kind of thinking that 

encourages problem-solving and theoretical reasoning (Daly et al. 2015).

Curiosity and Creativity Development

Such experiences reflect the tenets of the Reggio Emilia approach, a globally acknowledged educational framework based on 

the notion that children are capable, resourceful, and innately curious learners. Conceived in Italy during the post -war 

reconstruction era under the guidance of educator Loris Malaguzzi, the Reggio Emilia philosophy highlights the importance of 

child-led exploration, creativity, and collaboration, treating the educational space as a "third teacher" alongside caregivers a nd 

peers (Reggio Children, 2022).

(Source: A Beautiful Childhood, 2018)
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This theory can be implemented during the first 1000 days to enhance child development by nurturing curiosity, building secur e 

attachments, and providing sensory-rich, engaging environments that allow children to explore and learn independently. By 

applying the principles of Reggio Emilia, practitioners can create supportive spaces tailored to each child’s unique interests and 

developmental requirements, facilitating the growth of vital cognitive, social, and emotional skills during this pivotal stage 

(Kashin, 2022).

For a deeper understanding of Reggio Emilia's practices and their influence on early childhood education, consult ‘ Reggio 

Emilia: An innovative approach to education’ (LeBlanc, 2012) which provides valuable resources for implementing this approach 

effectively. Additionally, ‘The Hundred Languages of Children’ (Reggio Emilia, no date) offers a detailed examination of the 

principles and application of Reggio Emilia pedagogy. 

The following video showcases a Reggio Emilia classroom, highlighting its emphasis on child-led exploration and creativity.

Ultimately, these principles are reinforced by Welsh policies, such as the Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework 

(Department for Education, 2024), which reinforces the need to address the distinctiveness of each child by recognising their  

personalised needs and preferences. Complementing this, Development Matters (Department for Education, 2023) provides 

actionable plans to help providers meet EYFS learning and development standards, offering a comprehensive resource for 

designing effective early years curricula.

(KLA School, 2021)
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In conclusion, the first 1000 days represent a critical period in shaping a child’s cognitive, social, and emotional development, 

with implications for their lifelong potential. The integration of developmental theories into inclusive, child-centred practices 

enables practitioners to provide children with an optimal foundation for growth and learning. Effective collaboration among 

families, educators, and policymakers is essential to addressing key challenges, including resource constraints and gaps in 

professional training (HM Government, 2021). 

Guidelines such as the Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework (Department for Education, 2024) and Development 

Matters (Department for Education, 2023) play a vital role in supporting practitioners by promoting equitable, high-quality care. 

To advance these objectives, all involved parties must remain committed to these principles, fostering innovation and 

cooperation to cultivate environments where every child is empowered to reach their full potential.

Looking Back, Moving Forward
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