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The first 1000 days of life is the period from pregnancy to a child’s second birthday. The early experiences during this time strongly influence a child’s growth and lifelong wellbeing (Unicef, 2017, P.1). This is a crucial time because this is where the foundations for future health and development is built (NHS Confederation,2025).
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During the first 1000 days physical health and physical development are essential for lifelong health and wellbeing (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2011). Throughout the first 1000 days the muscles, bones, organs, and the immune system develops at a rapid passed and is heavily influenced by nutrition, healthcare, and responsive caregiving as outlined by the CPD Certification Service (2025).

Good physical care supports healthy growth and motor skills and enables children to reach key milestones, while poor early health can lead to delayed growth and increased risk of long-term conditions in the future such as cardiovascular
disease, diabetes and obesity. Similarly, to physical attributes, the brain develops
rapidly within the first 1000 days than at any other time (1000 Days, ND, p.1). Although babies are born with majority of the neurons, their brain development begins in the prenatal period meaning when the baby is still in the womb (Discovering the Brain,1992, P.86). After birth, the brain focuses on building and strengthening connections between neurons through everyday experiences such as feeding, being held and hearing voices of their care providers (Torbay Family Hub, 2024, p.2. The connections between these neurons form quickly in response to early experiences (Dan, 2025, p.1108).

These positive experiences such as responsive caregiving, touch and communication strengthen these neural connections, while those that are not used are removed through synaptic pruning. Synaptic pruning is when the brain removes weaker or unused connections and keeps the stronger, more frequently used ones (Sakai, 2020, p.16097). A positive beginning influences how children see themselves and how they respond to others as they grow (Department for Education, 2022).When babies receive love, nurturing and attentive care from the key people in their lives, they develop a secure base for learning and forming relationships, this links to Bowlby’s concept of secure attachment which is formed through consistency and responsive caregiving (Schore, 1982, p.3). This early foundation not only supports their development but also influences how they may care for their own children in the future.
(Source: Bergstein, 2024)
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Exceptional care prioritises empowering physical and emotional environments where children feel safe, supported and valued (Torbay Family Hub, 2024, P.2). This enables them to thrive, develop independence, and reach their full potential (City Guilds,2019, p.1). Environments should offer high-quality and personalised support that meets each child’s individual needs and strengths. For example, within the first 1000 days of life, a child will require consistent caregiving, responsive interactions and secure routines to support their emotional attachment and to form healthy brain development (Uk Parliament, 2026).
Responsive caregiving, such as sensitive feeding, skin-to-skin contact, and the consistency in responding to an infant’s cues, builds trust and emotional security supports early development and lays foundations for lifelong health and development and future learning (Gee and Cohodes, 2021, p. 1). Nurturing surroundings are essential within the first 1000 days of life, as they support an infant’s early learning, emotional security and their brain development (Patil, et al. ,2022, p.1).
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An enabling environment makes a space predictable where infants can form and build positive relationships with caregivers and their surroundings which furthermore supports healthy synapse formation and early brain development. (Early Years Alliance, no date).
Although Bowlby theory does not directly focus on brain development, his attachment theory is supported by neuroscience, which highlights that responsive caregiving strengthens synaptic connections during the first 1000
days (Little,2019).




(Source: NHS, 2026)
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Bowlby’s attachment theory states that infants require stability, responsive caregivers to make secure attachments that encourage emotional wellbeing and resilience (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2021).
Similarly, Emmi Pikler emphasised the importance of respectful, consistent caregiving. Her theory believes that relaxed routines and freedom of movement allow infants to develop confidence. Both theories emphasise that enabling environments in the first 1000 days must prioritise responsive interactions to support development, secure relationships and predictable routines (Children Immunization App,2025).

(Source: , Vista Cemerlang, 2021)
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory shows that a child’s development is influenced by interactions between family, early years settings, and the wider society they are surrounded
by (Antony, 2022, p. 246).
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(Source: The Montessori-Minded Mom, 2026)

Inclusive practice during the first 1000 days ensures that every infant, regardless of ability or background, is supported and valued through care, routines, and resources suited to their individual needs (Birth to 5 Matters, no date).Focusing on the early environment, Elinor Goldschmied values sensory-rich spaces, such as treasure baskets which are shallow baskets containing safe objects like wooden blocks, fabrics, and spoons allowing infants to explore and learn through their sensory senses such as touch, sight, and
sound (Froebel, 2025).
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Whilst the MacMillan sisters advocated a holistic approach recognising how health, nutrition, and social factors influence development (Fairechild, 2018). Whilst the MacMillan sisters advocated a holistic approach, recognising health, nutrition, and the influence of social factors on development, Susan Isaacs extended this perspective by focusing on child-centred practice and meeting infant’s emotional needs (Solly, 2018, p.4). Both theorists highlight that inclusive environments during the first 1000 days are essential for reducing barriers, promoting early development.



(Source: Early Years TV, 2026)
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The first 1000 days of life is a vital time for brain development and long-term growth, an early year’s practitioner’s role is supporting both children and families during this period from conception to a child’s second birthday as this is seen as an essential time for physical growth, long-term health and brain development (Department of Health and Social Care, 2021, p. 41). During this time, neural connections are formed at a rapid rate, and early experiences have a lasting impact on children’s holistic development, shaping how they feel, think, learn, and behave (Unicef, no
date). This is often described as the Think–Feel–Do–Learn model, which highlights how cognitive, emotional, social, and learning processes are closely interconnected (Johnson, 2025). The early years practitioners would therefore play a vital role in supporting both children and their families throughout this developmental stage (Department for Education, 2021). A practitioner would do this by providing sincere and responsive care, the practitioners role is to help children form secure attachments and support their emotional, social, physical, and cognitive development, this would
include helping children form secure attachments with trusted adults and care givers (NSPCC Learning, 2021).




(Source: Leaf Complex Care, n
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[bookmark: Slide_13]Secure attachment is fundamental to a child’s emotional wellbeing, as it supports the development of self-regulation, resilience, and independence and furthermore helps them form positive relationships (Anna Freud Mentally Healthy Schools, 2020). Through consistent routines, nurturing care and play-based learning opportunities, practitioners encourage children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development. This includes supporting language communication skills, encouraging physical development through movement and play, fostering curiosity and confidence in their learning (The Open University, 2026).
(Source: The Attachment Project’s, 2026)

[bookmark: Slide_14]Professional partnership practice follows Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which focusses on how child development is influenced by a range of interconnected systems rather than occurring in isolation (Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022).The microsystem includes the child’s immediate environments, such as their family and early years setting, where close relationships and daily interactions have the most direct impact (Antony, 2022, p.245).
[image: diagram of six circles starting with the child as the most inner circle. The next circles are Microsystem, Mesosystem, Exosystem, Macrosystem, and the most outter circle is Chronosystem.]The mesosystem refers to the connections between these environments, particularly the relationships and communication between parents, practitioners, and other professionals (Crawford, 2020, p.2). Positive and respectful partnerships within the mesosystem help ensure consistency in care, shared expectations, and a better understanding of the child’s needs (Celinska, 2025).
The exo-system consists of wider influences that indirectly affect the child, such as parental employment, working hours, access to healthcare, and availability of local support services For example, parental stress caused by insecure employment or limited childcare options can affect family wellbeing and, in turn, the child’s development (Lopez, et al., 2021,p.365).
The macrosystem encompasses broader social, cultural, and economic factors, including poverty, inequality, government policies, and societal attitudes, all of which can shape the opportunities and challenges faced by families (Yang and Oh, 2024, p.255).
Professional partnership is therefore a key responsibility of early years practitioners and includes close collaboration with parents and carers, as well as with other professionals such as  health  visitors,  midwives,  speech  and  language  therapists,  and  social workers (Harrow, Richmond and Uxbridge Colleges, no date).


(Source: Rotel Projects, 2023)
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Effective multi-agency work supports early identification
of additional needs, coordinated intervention, and consistent approaches across services. Practitioners must also be mindful of wider environmental and material factors such as food insecurity, poverty, housing instability, parental mental health difficulties, and limited access to healthcare (NSPCC, 2023).
These factors can significantly affect a child’s development and wellbeing during the first 1,000 days. By offering guidance, reassurance, inclusive practice, and signposting families
to appropriate support services, early years practitioners play a crucial role in reducing inequalities and promoting positive long-term outcomes for children and their families (Health and Social Care Committee, 2026).
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Providing high-quality care is crucial for a child’s long-term health, wellbeing, and their learning (Welsh Government, 2024). It is challenging to provide because access to healthcare is often limited, which can delay essential prenatal, postnatal, and developmental
care (Independent Midwife London, 2024). Challenges such as maternal mental health issues, including postpartum depression, can affect the quality of the care, while factors like poor nutrition, food insecurity and incorrect feeding practices can also impact both cognitive development and physical growth (University of Huddersfield Research Portal, 2024).
(Source: Weill Cornell Medicine, 2024)

[bookmark: Slide_17]Many parents may struggle with the knowledge or experience needed for optimal care. Cultural beliefs can sometimes conflict with UK childcare practices, early year's settings in the United Kingdom must reflect cultural diversity (Birth to 5 Matters, no date). By using diverse resources, practitioners can help children develop a secure sense of their own identity while learning to respect other cultures (National Day Nurseries Association, 2024). Once children understand their own cultural background, they are better able to appreciate unfamiliar cultures. This approach creates an inclusive, supportive learning
environment (Lindon, 2012). The exposure to stress, like domestic violence or financial hardship, further hinders development (De Magalhaes-Barbosa, et al, 2021). These challenges emphasize the need for a holistic approach to ensure children receive necessary support (Lincoln, 2023, p.1).
Bowlby’s attachment theory emphasises that infants require consistent, sensitive, and responsive caregiving to develop secure attachments, yet factors such as maternal stress, postnatal
depression, and lack of social support can reduce a caregiver’s
emotional availability and responsiveness (Khadka, 2022,
p.128). This can lead to insecure attachment patterns, which may negatively affect a child’s emotional regulation and relationships later in life (NeuroLaunch, 2024). Access to high-quality prenatal and postnatal healthcare is another key challenge, particularly for families experiencing socioeconomic disadvantages (Grand-Guillaume-Perrenoud, Origlia and Cignacco, 2022, p.2).

According to Catawba Valley Healthcare
(2021) Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, basic physiological and safety needs, including healthcare, nutrition, and stable housing, must be met before optimal development can occur. O’Sullivan and Catherine (2020, p.
12) states that when these needs are unmet, both maternal and infant wellbeing are compromised.
MASLOW'S PYRAMID OF THE HIERARCHY OF NEEDS
[image: ]
(Source: WordPress, 2011)

[bookmark: Slide_18]Nutrition during pregnancy and infancy is especially critical as poor maternal diet or inappropriate feeding practices can impair physical growth and brain development (Jain, Chawla and Yadav, 2023, p.228)This aligns with Piaget’s cognitive development theory, which highlights the importance of early sensory-motor experiences in the first two years of life
[image: How childhood experiences shape your social skills as adults | The  Independent | The Independent]in addition, the quality of early stimulation and interaction plays a vital role in cognitive and language development (Cherry, 2025). Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory stresses that learning occurs through social interaction with more knowledgeable others, yet parents may lack the knowledge, time, or resources to provide rich developmental experiences, particularly in disadvantaged communities (Lee, 2020).

















[image: Pregnancy Diet & Nutrition: What to Eat, What Not to Eat | Live Science](Source: Wild and Nierenberg 2021)







[image: The Importance of Sensory Play for Children Under Two](Source: Leatherbarrow, 2024)

(Source: James, 2016)

[bookmark: Slide_19]Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory further explains how wider environmental influences, such as poverty, cultural beliefs, limited access to services, and weak community support, can indirectly affect the quality of care provided to infants and young children (Tong and An, 2024, p.1). Furthermore, Harris (2021) shares that exposure to toxic stress, including domestic conflict, unsafe living conditions, or parental mental health difficulties can have lasting effects on brain development and stress regulation, as shown by research on adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). These stressors can disrupt caregiving relationships and hinder healthy development during this sensitive period.
Overall, the challenges in providing high-quality care in the first 1,000 days highlight the need for a holistic and integrated approach that supports parents, addresses social inequalities, promotes early intervention, and ensures access to quality healthcare, enabling children to achieve the best possible developmental outcomes (Kasar
and Hegde, 2025).
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For newborns, adult reading supports early development even before the child understands words. When an adult reads aloud, the newborn benefits from hearing the rhythm, tone, and melody of the voice, which supports early brain development and auditory processing (Book Trust, 2025). According to Reach Out and Read (2025, p. 2 - 3),
shares how close physical contact during reading, such as holding the baby, promotes secure attachment and emotional bonding, as the newborn associates the adult’s voice with comfort and safety. This aligns with Bowlby’s attachment theory,
which emphasises responsive, nurturing interactions as the foundation for emotional security (NSPCC Learning, 2021). Although learning at this stage is
sensory rather than cognitive, it is
still meaningful learning, as the newborn is forming neural connections through repeated, emotionally positive experiences (Reach Out and Read, 2025, p. 2).


(Source: Zero To Three, 2026)
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For infants, shared reading becomes more interactive and strongly supports language and cognitive development (Education Endowment Foundation, 2026). Infants benefit most from board books or cloth books with bright colours, simple images, and textures, which encourage touching, pointing, and exploration (Woodfield, 2025). Repetition of words and pictures helps infants develop early vocabulary, memory, and object recognition, while turning pages supports fine motor skills (King-Chai, 2026). This reflects Piaget’s sensorimotor stage according to Social Science Explainer (2025) where learning occurs  through  physical  interaction with objects. The adult’s role in naming pictures and responding to the infant’s sounds demonstrates Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding, as the adult supports learning within the child’s zone of proximal development (Open Education, no date, p.1). The shared attention and responsiveness further strengthen the emotional bond between adult and child (Bergström, Svensson and Bratt, 2025, p. 411).

[image: It's Actually a Good Thing Your Toddler Wants You To Read the Same Book  Over & Over Again]
[bookmark: Slide_22]For toddlers, shared reading plays a significant role in advancing language, social, and cognitive development (Doorstep Library, 2023).
Toddlers benefit from books with simple stories, repetition, rhyme, and familiar real-life themes, as these support sentence development, comprehension, and early storytelling skills (Nerida, 2025). Toddlers often ask questions, point, and predict what will happen next, which encourages critical thinking and expressive language (Shaji, 2023, p.274). BookTrust (2025, p.
6) shares that this activity supports emotional development, as stories help toddlers understand feelings, routines, and social situations. Meaningful learning is evident as toddlers actively engage with the text and connect it to their own experiences (BookTrust, 2025, p. 6). Vygotsky’s theory remains relevant, as adults guide understanding through discussion, while Piaget’s
preoperational stage explains toddlers’ growing symbolic
thinking through pictures and words (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021).

(Source: Mom.com, 2026)
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