
INTRODUCTION SLIDE(S)
What is the first 1000 days 
The first 1000 days of life refer to the period of conception to the age of two (Department of Health, 2025). This stage in life is widely recognised as a critical window for physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development. Experiences during this period have long-term consequences, with positive early environments being correlated with improved health and overall life outcomes. Conversely, exposure to trauma during this time increases the risk of developmental delays and long-term disadvantage (House of Commons, 2019).
Why the first 1000 days are important 
Nutrition and Physical Development
Nutrition during pregnancy plays a fundamental role in foetal growth and development. Karakochuk et al. (2018., p.8) highlight that maternal nutrient intake influences cell differentiation, implantation, and organ development, all of which are regulated by vitamins and minerals. 
These include:
· Folic acid – prevents neural defects
· Omega 3’s – brain and eye development 
· Iron – red blood cells and placenta
· Vitamin D – bone, teeth, and muscles 
· Iodine  - brain Development (British Nutrition Foundation, 2016)
Suri et al (2025, .p.1-2) mention that in the first 1000 days a child grows at an exceptional rate. Alongside nutrition, children require consistent healthcare, including antenatal appointments, postnatal check-ups, and appropriate immunisations to protect against preventable illnesses. A safe and stimulating living environment further supports emotional and cognitive development.
If a parent or caregiver fails to provide sufficient care during these first 1000 days the repercussions can be severe. Capatani et al (2023,. p. 172) shows that in these instances, lack of care during these early years place children at a disadvantage, leaving them less likely to reach their potential, and placing them at a higher risk of developing learning difficulties.
Pregnancy milestones 
Pregnancy is typically divided into three trimesters, each marked by significant developmental milestones (Revere Health, 2017).
1st trimester (4-12 weeks)
Embryo is formed and organs begin to develop
Heartbeat begins
Appearance of your baby’s face is forming while arms and legs also develop
Embryo now becomes a foetus. This is where organs begin to function and nails begin to form
You can now hear your baby’s heartbeat 

2nd trimester (14-27 weeks)
Scans can show baby’s expressions on their face 
Amniotic fluid receives urine released by your baby’s kidneys 
You can now find out the sex of your child 
Can start to feel your baby move 
Kinaesthesia is developing 
Hearing is getting better 
Their taste buds, hair and brain are all developing 
Beginning to open and close eyes while having regular sleep patterns
Whooping cough vaccine at 20 weeks (National Health Service [NHS])

3rd Trimester (28-41 weeks)
Your baby can weigh over 3-4 pounds
Starts to have dreams 
Eyelashes have developed and eyesight has improved 
Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV) recommended at 28 weeks to prevent bronchiolitis (NHS)
Feel your baby drop to your pelvis 

Use these links below to delve deeper into the milestones children meet on their journey to toddlerhood 
· https://www.newparentcompany.com/2021/04/16/baby-development-milestones-0-12-months/
· https://www.firstfiveyears.org.au/child-development/child-development-milestones-1-to-2-years


Why is it important – brain development 

Brain development is particularly sensitive to environmental and nutritional influences during the first 1000 days. By week 24 of gestation, the foetal brain contains 10 billion neurons. Nutrients such as zinc, fatty acids and proteins are essential for synapse formation and neural growth. If any crucial nutrient is missed from a mother’s diet it can cause a deficiency in cognitive development (1000 Days, ND).     

When a baby is born breastfeeding is the advised method of nutrition. The high fatty acid content of breast milk provides the perfect opportunity to strengthen brain development in newborns, especially if nutrient deficiency was experienced during development (Oldham Family Hubs, 2023). Once infants have moved from milk to solid foods it is important that their diet is enriched with protein rich foods, such as meats, and zinc to support their behaviour and learning outcomes (1000Days). 

However, food insecurity remains a major concern. Children without access to nutritious diets face increased risks of conditions such as anaemia which can negatively affect physical growth and intellectual development (Casey & Winser, 2025). Article 27 of the UNCRC states that a child has a right to sufficient food, as a nutritious diet is a basic necessity that is crucial in enabling children to reach their fullest potential (Legal Centre Wales, 2025).

 Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (1943) directly supports this belief as he recognises food as a basic need that needs to be met before reaching one's potential, this is also reiterated in Defta et al. (2025). Despite this being an accepted fact, food poverty is still increasing. The Bevan Foundation (2025) highlights that child poverty in Wales is predicted to rise to its highest figure in 3 decades, which sees over 34% of children living in a low-income family
. 
There are many different aspects to the causes of food poverty, such as: 
· Unreliable jobs  
· Financial hardships  
· Cost of living crisis 
 

Early experiences and Neural Pathways

Neural pathways are formed through repeated experiences from infancy. Every interaction a child has contributes to the development of these pathways. Positive, responsive caregiving supports the formation of health connections, while negative or traumatic experiences can disrupt brain development (Nursery Management Show, ND)      

Simple actions such as holding, talking to or playing with a child strengthens emotional bonds and promotes secure attachment. In contrast, when a child endures negative experiences it can have adverse effects on their pathways, which can further affect their emotional and mental well-being in the future (Leismen., 2025.p.2). The UK parliament (2018) highlights that parental misuse, conflict, or mental health difficulties can negatively affect attachment, increasing the risk of cognitive and emotional challenges.

John Bowlby’s theory of attachment (1988) backs this up, as he believed if you have a positive and consistent relationship with your caregiver (secure attachment) you would have a healthy development compared to those who have experienced neglect where they may show deficits within their development (Jones., 2015).

Exceptional caregiving and the role of play 

“Children who play regularly with their parents are less likely to develop anxiety, depression, aggression and sleep problems” (UNICEF).

As a parent it is crucial to promote positive playful experiences. UNICEF believes that you, as a parent, have the responsibility to enhance your child’s development in those early years in order to create a strong bond between you both. They believe playful experiences can do 3 things:
· Manage stress levels
· Aid in processing tough emotions
· Boost self esteem

Laughter and movement release endorphins, reducing stress and promoting wellbeing (Harvard Medical School, 2026). Play also allows children to express emotions safely, particularly when they struggle to verbalise feelings. Outdoor play offers additional mental health benefits, with contact to nature having been shown to reduce levels of anxiety and increase confidence (Play in Scotland, 2020).

Friedrech Froebel (1782-1852) believed that play is an essential part of a child’s holistic development, he supports the fact that play offers children the chance to express emotions creatively. He also emphasises the importance of incorporating nature as part of a child’s play based learning, which aids in their overall development (My Teaching Cupboard, N.D.)
Social Interaction and Serve and Return

Early social interaction plays a vital role in cognitive and emotional development. The concept of ‘serve and return’ describes the responsive exchanges between a child and an adult, such as babbling or facial expressions. These interactions strengthen neural pathways and support language, emotional regulation, and social understanding (Harvard University, N.D.). 

The Education Hub (2019) states that babies are looking for connections right after birth. When their signals (serve) are met with consistent responses (return), they feel safe and supported. On the other hand infants who don’t receive this will have a negative impact on their cognitive engagement resulting in them feeling unsafe and anxious. 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978) directly links to serve and return as he states socialisation has a fundamental influence on cognitive development (Yusof, S. 2021. p.5.)
Watch this video below for more on serve and return 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WspJdih_Ijk 

Everyday Care as Learning Opportunities

Everyday tasks are the perfect opportunity to provide nurturing care while developing children’s independence and skills. By talking through tasks, it helps them understand what is being done and how it is being done. For example, when teaching a child to get dressed you can explain from infancy what you’re doing “let’s go get your shoes on”, doing this every time will help them understand the action and be able to copy the task as they get older (Kids Planet, 2025). 

As they develop into a toddler and start to dress themselves ensure you are doing it with them and not to them, sometimes it can be easier to just do it yourself but being patient and allowing them to do it themselves will help promote independence while also being able to turn to their caregiver for reassurance (Raising Children, 2025).  

Bath time, as an example, creates a perfect time for bonding while creating confidence within a child, nurturing a child through bathtime with physical engagement promotes bonding, especially for a parent who isn’t the primary caregiver. Bathtime also allows children to feel confident in water, it allows them to get used to the feeling of water on their body by washing their hair or partially submerging their body which will later benefit them in life (Saunders, K. 2023).

Enabling environments and Inclusive practise 

When talking about exceptional care, enabling environments and inclusive practice should be considered. Birth to 5 Matters emphasises that children are holistic learners whose environments should be inclusive, stimulating, and responsive to individual needs. 

Murray and Duncan (2021) came up with an approach for enabling environments called ‘Brain – SET’, it takes into consideration the child’s brain instead of classroom functionality. There are 3 levels of development to a brain:

· Neocortex (Thinking): Flexible learning spaces accommodate different learning styles and social preferences 

· Limbic System (Emotion): Warm, calming environments using natural colours and materials support emotional regulation
· Brain Stem (Survival): Safe spaces where children can self-regulate meet basic security needs, aligning with Maslow’s hierarchy

The Montessori approach similarly recognises the importance of enabling environments. Child-sized furniture and accessible resources promote independence, self-esteem, and trust (The Education People, 2020). 

Not one child is the same, they have different ethnicities, religious beliefs, family dynamics and abilities, ensuring inclusive practice is shown is crucial at making children feel they belong. Article 2 of the UNCRC states that a child should not be discriminated against, Birth to 5 Matters say that childcare environments should build awareness. For example, having books that include different cultures and people from different backgrounds that children can freely use can easily create a more inclusive and diverse environment (Prospero Teaching, 2023). 

For children who are from a religious background, working with families to understand their culture, values, and traditions could be a gateway to understanding with the rest of the children (Gordon., 2025). Children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), practitioners must avoid assumptions and instead observe how each child learns best. The child-centered approach builds trust and confidence (Dexter & Middleton., 2025). Vygotsky’s social learning theory (1978) further supports inclusive education by recognising that all children learn through interaction, regardless of background or ability (Leuwol., et al. 2023).

Professional partnerships in first 1000 days 

Early Years Practitioners play a vital role in supporting children and families through transitions such as starting nursery, family changes, or bereavement. Practitioners provide emotional security and continuity, helping children navigate change safely (Walker., 2024). 

To provide a child with safety and security a practitioner may visit a child in their home. By doing this the practitioner is allowing the child to see a relationship form with their parents which results in the child becoming comfortable with this new person which will help with a smooth transition as the child will be familiar from a positive interaction (Birth to 5 Matters). Practitioners also support cognitive development through engaging activities, such as nursery rhymes, white promote early mathematical and sequencing skills (Ofsted. 2024). ADD NURSERY RHYME

During periods of family stress, maintaining consistent routines within childcare settings helps children feel safe and secure. Familiar environments allow children to express emotions freely and support emotional resilience (Shannon, 2025; Atkins, 2021)

Supporting families and caregivers in the first 1000 days 

As an early years practitioner gaining the trust and confidence of parents creates a valued foundation. The Department of Education (2024) emphasises the importance of including parents in their learning, a practitioner could share photos or videos of an activity they are doing which encourages the parents to replicate this at home which promotes home learning. 
Health visitors also play a key role in identifying developmental concerns and supporting families to access community resources, such as toddler groups, to promote socialisation (Sheffield Parent Carer Forum, 2025). 


Importance of effective partnership
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System shows how effective partnerships benefit a child’s development.
· Microsystem – families, school and friends that have a bi directional relationship, a parent reading to their child creating new language skills
· Mesosystem – the connection with the microsystem shows effective partnerships for example parents and practitioners being open with one another promotes development 
· Exosystem – involves external aspects that directly affect the child, practitioners may have noticed financial struggles and offer support and show helpful services (Evans, 2025)
· Macrosystem – are cultural beliefs, having practitioners understand and support diverse families effectively for example working with parents to show other students their culture
· Chronosystem – this is a change overtime that can impact development for example a child is expecting a new sibling can show signs of jealousy but by having a strong bond with the parents you can come up with a plan to make this transition smooth (Structural Learning, 2023) 


What are the challenges in providing quality care?
When caring for a child whether you’re a parent, carer or practitioner you should always strive to produce the best care for children to holistically develop. Unfortunately that’s not always the case due to poverty, staff shortages, high staff turnovers, inadequate education and parent/caregiver’s lifestyle.

High Staff Turnover
High staff turnover disrupts consistency, making it difficult for practitioners to understand children’s cues and needs. The lack of continuity can increase anxiety and undermine attachment (Owsten et al., 2024). Reducing turnover requires open communication, staff support, regular briefings, and valuing practitioner expertise (Dearlney, 2022.


Poverty
When a child experiences poverty they are more likely to have poor nutrition which leads to other risk factors such as malnourishment, illness, and developmental delay (Scottish Government, 2025). Low maternity pay contributes to maternal stress,reduced bonding time, and risks to maternal health postpartum (Psarros, 2025). This can also stress mothers to return to work after only a few short months, negatively impact ing both maternal wellbeing and child development (Green, 2023).

To help children and families in poverty use these links below:
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/families-donate 
https://family-action.org.uk/ 
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/what-we-do/child-poverty/uk-child-poverty 
https://www.salvationarmy.org.uk/supporting-struggling-families 

Maternal factors that could impact development
OBESITY – increased risk of child becoming obese which can lead to type 2 diabetes (Muglia, 2022. p.3.)
AGE- increased age correlates with increased risk of premature birth, high blood pressure, still birth and genetic or birth defects (Paris et al, 2025 .p2.8.2)
ALCOHOL- can affect unborn babies’ brain in development and cause illnesses when they are born (RCOG, 2022)

What support?
OBESITY – referral to a dietician to make healthy differences, use this link, and to start low intensity activities such as yoga, walking or swimming
AGE- use preconception counselling to detect any health concerns and receive enhanced prenatal care to reduce the chances of any complications (Womens Health Care, 2025) 

Activities Supporting Development

Sensory play – when all of a child's senses are being used children seem to learn better, it benefits a child both cognitively and physically (Fennies Nurseries)

Loose Parts Play
Simon Nicholson (1971) loose parts theory encourages creativity and problem-soloving. Open-ended materials allow children to explore and imagine freely, for example, a stick may be a wand one day and a walking stick the next (NDNA, 2022). Friedrich Froebel's theory supports this play as he believes that children should be given the opportunity to ‘develop on their own terms’, his concept of ‘gifts’ emphasises how materials give children periods of unbroken play which allows their own hands-on interpretation benefitting fine motor skills and their imagination.

Reading/story telling
Whether it is reading a book or telling a story everyone can be involved. If a child reads stories or listens to them it opens a new world to different words, this increases their literacy skills giving them improved communication, it also allows them to be open minded about learning new things books share different lives and cultures exposing them to the outside world but in the comfort of their own home (Bahrey, 2025). Reading stories can have a positive effect on the bond between the child and caregiver and finally it sparks a child's imagination, telling stories or even singing nursery rhymes can be fun for children, when they notice the positive impact it produces they will start making stories of their own showing off their newly developed vocabulary (Raising Children, 2023).

International approaches 
Reggio Emilia 
The founder of this approach Loris Malaguzzi believed that a child led learning approach will encourage a child's creativity and inspire them to search deeper into their levels of understanding (Worsley, 2023). 

The 100 languages concept emphasised that children learn through many types of communication including music, art and dance and many more (Wesep, 2024). 

This approach very much supports child led learning, that children learn and develop best through their own experiences and interactions with others, Reggio Emilia has many benefits towards the early years such as:
· Developing critical thinking 
Open ended questions test their thoughts 
· Improved social development
Busier settings encourage children to understand other children's ways of learning while sharing thoughts with one another 
· Builds independence 
When a child is given the opportunity to lead their own learning it allows them to trust themselves which develops their confidence (Raintree, 2025). 

Conclusion?
The first 1000 days represent a critical foundation for lifelong development. Through adequate nutrition, responsive caregiving, enabling environments, and strong partnerships, children are supported to thrive physically, emotionally, and cognitively. Addressing challenges such as poverty, staff turnover, and health inequalities remains essential in ensuring all children have the opportunity to reach their full potential.
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