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The First 1000 Days

* The first 1000 days refers to the period from conception through pregnancy
until a child reaches their second birthday. This window is

widely recognised as a critical phase of human development, particularly in
relation to physical growth, brain development, and emotional

wellbeing (Karakochuk et al., 2018). Experiences during this period lay
foundations for lifelong health, learning and behaviour, making it one of the
most fundamental stages of the life course.

According to HM Government (2021), the first 1,000 days represent not only

a crucial time for development but also a period

of heightened vulnerability. During infancy, a baby’s brain develops at a rapid
pace. At birth, babies have the highest number of braincells they will

ever have; however, many of these neural connections between these

cells have not yet formed. These connections are shaped and strengthened
through early years of experience, highlighting the importance ot a nurturing
and stimulating environment (Nursey management,2024). Without appropriate
support, adverse experience during this stage can disrupt brain development
and have lasting consequences.



Brain development in the first 1,000 days is driven by everyday

interactions and experiences. From hearing language and being held,
to exploring their surroundings through play, every experience
contributes to shaping the brains architecture (HM Government,
2021). Positive, responsive caregivers supports the formation of strong
neural pathways, while consistent, caring relationships help

babies develop a sense of safety and trust. These foundational neural
pathways, formed through engaging experiences, play and nurturing

relationships, prepare children to thrive in formal
learning environments later in life (HM Government, 2021).

Every experience during the first 1,000 days contributes to shaping the brain, specifically nutrition, love and care. Cusick
et al (2016) indicated that approximately 80 per cent of brain growth occurs by age two, emphasising the importance of
this early period of cognitive development. The brain works through the formation of neural connections, and these
connections are strengthened through repeated experiences. Every time a baby hears a sound, sees something new, or
feels physical touch, connections within the brain get stronger (House ot Commons, 2019). These early connections form
the foundation for later learning, behaviour and wellbeing.



Love and care are also vital for children’s development. UNICEF
(2024) highlights the influence of parental figures and
\ caregivers demonstrating that early interaction and responsive

‘§ caregiving helps babies feel sate and secure, encouraging

exploration and learning; predicting children’s later development.

The importance of investing in early childhood has been strongly
supported by economic research. James Heckman (2012) argues that
early childhood is one of the most eftective investments societies can
value. His research shows that high quality experiences in the first
years of life lead to better outcomes, improved health, and increased
economic productivity in adulthood. Early intervention is not only
beneficial for the child but delivers long-term social
and economical returns.

(4

| 4
O O & ‘A O = CJYG.! 1



Caring Responsibilities

Caring responsibilities during the first 1,000 days are fundamental, as this
period represents an irreplaceable and unparalleled opportunity to shape a child’s
lifelong development. Exceptional care during this stage extends basic needs
described by Maslow (194:3) such as physical health as it transcends into the
inclusive caregiving of supporting cognitive and emotional development. As
babies are unable to advocate for themselves, it is upon caregivers to create a
substantial quality of care to promote equal and profound opportunities
throughout the rest of their lives.

Public Health Wales (2028) state that during the first 1,000 days ‘parents are central
to children's lives, shaping their experiences and interactions with the world". Care is
vital to  support sensory and  physical development.  Kinanesthesia
development is established in the first 1,000 days through sensory experiences and
interactions with surroundings (Smith, 2020). Opportunities for free-movement and the
opportunity to play such as tummy time, exploration of varied textures can support
motor skills and coordination. Understanding kinanesthesia enables caregivers to
provide unprecedented support for natural development patterns.
This reflects Pikler’s (1902-1984) exploration of ‘relationships between adults and
infants through a naturally paced motor development, free movement and
uninterrupted play’ (Woden Early Childhood Centre, 2018).



Caring

Responsibilities

Language-rich interactions form a core component of
exceptional care. Talking, body language, facial
expressions, actions and songs are vital

In maintaining good Interactions with children
(Department for Education, 2024). Bowlby’s attachment
theory emphasises that

secure attachment develops through attachment to a
parental figure ‘as a secure base from which an infant can
explore the world” (Bretherton,1992). Through language
rich environments, a secure attachment 1s formed allowing
for consistent interactions in which caregivers are
responsive toa child's needs. This reinforces
communication and reinforces emotional security.



Caring Responsibilities

Brodie (2018) claims that ‘quality and level of care will impact on physical,
cognitive, language and personal, social and emotional progress and
development’, highlighting the significance of caregiving environments in early
childhood. Forest schools and outdoor learning implemented in the

first 1,000 days exemplifies high quality care by providing rich, holistic
learning experiences that support development across all

domains. Pembrokeshire Coast National Park (2023), states that ‘the first 1,000
days are a time of tremendous potential and enormous vulnerability” which
with the inclusion of outdoor learning experiences, ‘encourages families to
adopt well-being into their everyday lives’ such as connection, being active, and
learning. This aligns closely with Bronfrenner’s ecological system theory,
which explains that a child's development happens through two-way
interactions between the child and the people and environment surrounding
them (Bronfenbrenner 1979). The strengthening of relationships

and connections within forest schools creates a sense of community and creates
a wider variety of learning in the early stages of development.

Exceptional caregiving is essential in the first 1,000 days as it starts from the
prenatal environment where the fetus will respond to the mothers' senses
which affect their neural pathways (Moore et al., 2015). This transcends into
needing emotional connections at birth to continue a

healthy development through caregivers' responses

and actions. 'Children who do not have the opportunity to receive appropriate
nurturing care during the early years of life are more likely to have

learning difficulties at school and be less productive in the future’ (Open Access
background, 2018). Supported by these theorists such as

Bowlby, Bronfenbrenner, and Pikler, it is vital for language rich interactions,

Amitdoor learnino and cloce commitmication within the firet 1 000 dave for a

|~
O

—\




Protessional Partnership

Professional partnerships are central to supporting children and families
during the first 1,000 days, a period widely regarded as critical for
liftelong development. Connect Childcare(2024) states that partnership in
the first 1,000 days is a collaboration between practitioners, parents and
health workers which creates consistency and a holistic viewpoint for this
period in a child's life. Early years practitioners play a vital role in

this period, as they often work closely with infants and their families
during this fundamental stage of growth and vulnerability. Practitioners
help ensure that children receive consistent, responsive, and inclusive
care through effective partnership.

The Department of Education (2021) emphasises that strong professional partnerships
during the first 1,000 days of an infant’s life are crucial in
supporting optimal learning, development, and wellbeing. This timeline is valued as a
critical window for brain development, where consistent, responsive, and collaborative
relationships between educators, parents, and carers can significantly influence long-
term outcomes for children. By offering a range of opportunities for parents and carers
such as ‘daily chats’, ‘workshops’, ‘trips’, phone calls home’, and ‘community projects’, can
positively impact the children’s interests and discover how best to support their learning
and development’. These interactions create open lines of communication, allowing

‘~ parents and carers to share valuable insights of thier child’s interests and routines to gain

— a further understanding of developmental needs and enabling them to tailor relevant

a2 responses.




Protessional Partnership

The Childcare Act (2006) places a statutory duty on local authorities ‘to secure sufficient childcare for all
parents who choose to work or are in training in preparation for work’ (Crown database, 2011). This
legislation highlights the importance of accessible, affordable and high-quality childcare provision

in enabling parents to participate in the workforce while ensuring children’s care is met to a high

degree. This helps reduce inequalities, support family wellbeing, and promote positive early childhood
outcomes. Overall, the act promotes the importance for effective partnership as it reinforces the role of
ensuring that childcare provision is responsive to the diverse needs of families within the community.

‘Professionals working in partnership ensures that families recieve holistic support tailored to their
specific needs (Crown database, 2011). Collaborative practice enables services to align their approaches,
creating consistency for children and families. This not only enhances the quality of support provided but
also contributes to improved developmental and wellbeing outcomes for children.




/-\

Ofsted (2025) shows the valued importance ot early years practitioners starting
in the first 1,000 days of a child’s life as ‘frequent high-quality interactions \
between adults and children are critical for quality provision from
birth’. This statement reflects strong evidence of the importance of effective
practice amongst children as early interactions shape brain development,
emotional security, and language development. During the first 1,000 days,
children rely on consistent and responsive adults to interpret their own
skills. Proficient practitioners use every day routines as opportunities to
support attachment, communication, and early learning, ensuring that care
and education are provided in the earliest years.

Par tner S h 1p Ofsted (2025) also indicates that ‘difficulties in recruiting and retaining skilled

experienced practitioners affect the quality of education and care provided
for babies and toddlers.” This further reinforces the importance of skilled
practitioners for the development of infants and toddlers as the lack of
experienced practitioners leads to the downfall of quality of care and overall
development of children. Instability within the educational

workforce can disrupt the quality of care, weaken relationships, and overall
reduce the consistency of interactions that are essential for children’s
wellbeing. During the first 1,000 days children form

secure attachments to those around them and need to feel safe for
progressive development. With a lack of stability and

unreliable practitioners, it can result in negatively impacting emotional
development and learning experiences. This highlights the need for
sustained practitioners in early years to be responsible for care during the
crucial first 1,000 days of life.

Professional




Challenges

Despite the clear emphasis on the importance of professional and eftective
practitioners in early care and development, practitioners often encounter a
range of challenges that can impact their capacity to deliver exceptional
care. While it is required and preferred for practitioners to deliver the best
care with secure attachments, responsive interactions, and strong
partnerships, the realities of giving care in the first 1000
days of their life come with significant barriers. These challenges affect not
only the practitioner but the children in need of care as their
diverse requirements are not met to the highest standard.

One of the main challenges that comes with providing exceptional care is
workforce instability within early years services, particularly for carers living
with the demands of unpaid caring. Hannan et al (2016) states that the oD
“Triangle of Care’ within the NHS is set up to give support to carers who face \
the challenge of ‘unpaid” work throughout their time for caring for
someone. The practitioners needed in the first 1,000 days are often parents,
healthcare workers and early years practitioners. For parents the lack
of financial support can significantly affect their ability to provide consistent
care at an exceptional level, as they have the expectation to go back to work
after maternity leave. Working families (2025) claim that 8 in 10 mothers go
back to work early due to financial issues. This further indicates that children
during the first 1,000 are not receiving the exceptional care they need as
the financial challenges of carers is unobtainable to most parents.




Challenges

Another challenge for practitioners is the impact of an
unbalanced relationship between work and life. S! et al
(2025) shows the negative impacts of giving
exceptional care in healthcare and childcare as it leads
to ‘burnout, stress, staff shortages and
resource limitations'. This is
significantly affecting practitioners that work amongst
children during their first 1,000 days as their
main care requirements can be very demanding
and stress-inducing, which can lead to extreme burnout
and shortages of staff. This then affects the
children involved as their needs
of consistency and reliability are set out to be
disadvantaged due to the exhaustion from providing
exceptional care.

Furthermore, a major challenge for early years
practitioners giving exceptional care is that according to,
Hoftman (2024), ‘evidence shows that most schools do not
engage in highly research-informed practice’. While other
research highlights effective strategies for children in
their first 1,000 days that show attachment, family
engagement and consistency, practitioners may rely on
‘traditional and personal experience rather than new and
current information that is provided” (Department for
education, 2025). This difference can directly affect multi-
agency working, as the consistent response among other
workers would be evidence-based frameworks, which is
not being repeated in education for children. Effective care
can then be a challenge for all practitioners and carers
involved as they ae not communicating on the correct
practice making each role contradictory and directly
affecting the child and the practitioner's workload.



There are a range of activities used within the first 1,000 days to support
children’s holistic development and promote the journey of meaningful
learning. Activities such as loose pieces, role play, storytelling and
outdoor learning provide a profuse amount of opportunities for children
to develop the most essential skills such as
communication, exploration and well-being. Stead (2024 states that to
build a child’s brain they are shaped through ‘interactions with adults,
the activities offered, and the environment in which they are cared
for.” These activities influence brain architecture and are fundamental in
the first 1,000 days of a child’s life.

There are many different strategies fostered across the nation that support

s * ! child development. Throughout Wales, the scheme that is followed relies
ACt IVI tle S on the fundamentals of ‘belonging, communication, exploration,
physical development and well-being (Welsh Government, 2024). These
principles are embedded through play-based activities that place the
child at the center of learning and recognise the importance of a range
of experiences. Practitioners take on the role of enabling adults to cater
to children's needs, making children feel more confident and secure
within their attachments. As children are put in the centre of learning,
thisapproach focuses on inclusion and equality, building a strong
foundation for life-long learning.




Activities Through International Approaches

Te Whariki, New Zealand's early childhood curriculum, focuses on the principles of relationships, holistic development, and
empowerment. Govt.nz (2026) shows that through their curriculum and principles ‘every child will experience an
empowering curriculum that recognises and enhances their mana’. Their main activities rely on play-based learning where
children get the window to gain confidence and connections in a meaningful way. The guidelines show play-
based learning through activities such as loose pieces, outdoor exploration, and storytelling. The Ministry of Education
(2017) states that through these techniques it sets the premise for children as ‘early learning lays the foundation for
reading, writing and maths’. These stands closely align with the needs of children within the first 1,000 days as it
promotes brain activity, allows for emotional connections and overall improves their wellbeing.




The Reggio Emelia approach, originating in Italy, is described as
‘an educational philosophy based on the image ot a child with
strong potentialities for development and a subject with
rights’ (Reggio Children, 2022). The aims of this approach
1s similar to the previous as they focus on child centered, play
based learning and recognises the importance of the

Activities

’ I ‘ h environment. In Reggio Emilia settings, activities such
rou g as ‘sensory exploration artistic expression, outdoor play and

International

collaborative problem solving” (KLA Schools, 2024). All

of these activities are used to allow children to explore ideas,
solve problems, and express themselves clearly. The
approach highlights the concept of the ‘hundred languages
of children” where children communicate and learn through

App rO aC h e S different variations of cognitive development (Reggio

Children, n.d.).




Activities Through
International Approaches

Forest school, originating from Denmark, is a progressive,
alternative education model held almost exclusively in the
outdoors (Forest School Foundation, 2020). By using outdoor
learning experiences, it supports children’s
holistic development child-led exploration, risk-taking and
hands on engagement with natural environments. The benefit of
this activity includes letting children have freedom
and expression that is not available in other areas of
learning (The Benefits of Forest School to the Emotional
Wellbeing of Children, n.d.). Furthermore, forest schools
provide greater movement, greater nutrition, and promote more
development. Forest schools have been rapidly developing in
England and Wales as their approach aligns with the
Department of Educations (2024) strategies to build children’s
confidence and independence. (The Benefits of Forest School to
the Emotional Wellbeing of Children, n.d.). This further aligns
with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as within the first 1,000
days nutrition and attachment are necessities in a child’s life
(Kenrick et al., 2010).




The First

1000 Days

In conclusion, the first 1,000 days of life represent a critical and
irreplaceable period that establishes the beginning of a child’s
development, such as physical health, brain development and
emotional well-being. It has been stated in research that

the first 1,000 days are uniquely influential as neuroscience and
psychology consistently demonstrates that this period shapes future
outcomes. It is also dependent on the enabling practitioners that
enforce arange of activities within this window that

support optimal development. Theories from Bowlby, Brontenbrenner,
Pikler and Maslow further support the importance of

supportive environments and secure relationships. Exceptional
caregiving from professional partnerships between families,
healthcare workers, and early years practitioners also highly influence
the progression of infants during this stage as they implement
structure and consistency in their care and influence. International
approaches further show that holistic approaches are the most crucial
during this period as Forest schools, Te Whariki, Reggio Emilia and
Welsh early years frameworks demonstrate similar and effective ways
to support development. Ultimately, consistent environments and
skilled, partnered practitioners and collaborated support

systems is essential to maximise the development of children in the
first 1,000 days and promote equal outcomes for all children.
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