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What is the first 1000 days and what is the importance? 

The first 1000 days is the period of a child’s life from their conception to the age of 2 years. This period 

is critical for the child’s development and  can be affected by many factors.  

The health and nutrition of the mother is of vital significance. UNICEF has a well established  

programme to tackle poor maternal nutrition, which can cause health problems for the mother, such as 

pre-eclampsia, haemorrhage, or even death, and lead to infants having a low birth weight, health  

problems,  and developmental delay. UNICEF estimates that more than 20 million babies are born  

annually, with a low birth weight. The Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (2011) discuses the 

affects of nutrients on an infant’s future risk of chronic diseases as an adult, and the Committee recom-

mendations include improving the nutritional status of mothers by addressing dietary and lifestyle  

factors in their infancy and adolescence, and to promote exclusive breastfeeding for the first 6 months 

of an infant’s life. The 1000 Days organisation was established in 2010, with the intention of improving 

the nutrition of the most vulnerable mothers and infants, and recognises that this is a time of 

“tremendous potential and enormous vulnerability” (1000 Days n.d.) 

During the first 1000 days, an infants brain develops rapidly. Early brain development can not only be 

affected by nutrition, but also by stimulation and making connections. Most of the estimated 86 billion 

neurons in an adult brain, are formed in the womb. (Herculano-Houzel, 2009)  Early brain development 

is stimulated through interactions with caregivers, and forming a strong attachment and feeling secure , 

enables early brain development to take place. A stimulating environment will also stimulate neuron 

formation, as an infant makes connections . Babies learn through their senses, linking movement and 

learning. This is called kinesthesia. 

The health and nutrition of the mother are not the only factors affecting early development . The health 

of the infant is also a factor to consider. If the infant is affected by short term illness, a life long illness or 

a Special Educational Need or Disability, this will impact on their development, as well as potentially 

impact on their attachment with their parents  if they require prolonged hospital stays or if their parent 

has difficulty accepting  or meeting their needs. Another factor is the physical and mental health of  the 

parent(s) or siblings, which may affect the families ability to meet the needs of the infant. The lifestyle 

of the family and their environment are other potential factors that could affect an infants develop-

ment.  Passive smoking may affect the infants’ health, as could poor living conditions, or a  lack of 

space. Access to the outdoors, or even limited opportunities for movement may affect an infants devel-

opment. ACE’S (Adverse  Childhood Experiences) such as experiencing  abuse or witnessing domestic 

violence will negatively impact development. Community or cultural factors may influence how a child 

develops. Outdated ideas and practices, such as  

corporal punishment, will adversely affect development.  

Having an extended family or close community may provide 

support for parents. 

 



Parent Infant Foundation (2024) 
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The Early Years Network (2024)  

New research demonstrates that early childhood adversary can actually quicken the pace of brain development, 

which has an adverse affect on brain development, affecting long term cognitive and emotional development. 



Pikler (1902-1984) 

 

Emmi Pikler compared children of different socioeconomic backgrounds, noting  that children from 

lower income families were less likely to have accidents. Pikler concluded that more affluent  

families had over protected their children, causing them to be less able to effectively manage risks. 

Pikler also observed that babies were often placed in positions that they were not naturally ready 

for, such as being held to stand or propped up to sit. Pikler viewed this practice as being detri-

mental and believed that infants have an innate ability to master motor skills, that can be support-

ed through allowing free and independent movement in a safe environment.  

Pikler advocated adopting a respectful approach to caring for infants, where the needs of a infant 

as an individual person were responded to sensitively. Pikler believed that caregivers should take 

every opportunity, including during nappy changing and feeding, to bond and build trust with an 

infant. 

The Pikkler approach follows 7 key principles: 

• Respect 

• Slow down 

• Build trust 

• ‘with’ and not ‘to’ 

• Undivided attention 

• Free movements 

• Uninterupted playtime 

 

 Montessori Up! (2024)  

Sunshine Teachers Training  (n.d.) 

Fig.2 



Exceptional Care 

Exceptional care should be available to every child. All children are unique and have individual needs 

and interests, and this should be acknowledge in the care that is provided. 

“All children deserve the care and support they need to have the best start in life” (Department for 

Education, 2023,  p.7).  The Early Years foundation stage statutory framework goes on to state that 

every child must have a key person, who they can form a secure relationship or attachment with, and  

ensure that their individual needs are met . 

According to the Sutton Trust (2023) there are clear benefits of time in early years provision for disad-

vantaged children , if the provision is of a high quality. It is therefore essential that practitioners are 

aware how to provide the very best possible care. 

Department for Education’s  non-statutory guidance; Development Matters (2023) states that “high 

quality care” is one of the seven key features of effective practice. 

 

 

Maslow (1908-1970) 

Abraham Maslow was a psychologist, who created the self-actualisation theory of psychology. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,  demonstrates that  basic physiological needs like food and rest must be 

met before  higher needs can be fulfilled. Maslow’s theory has been influential  in child development 

theory. 

In the early years it is recognised that practitioners must meet an infant’s physiological and safety 

needs (through the role of the key person). Allowing infants to develop at their own pace, make deci-

sions and attempt things independently  as discussed by Pikler,  

Simply Psychology (n.d.) 



 

Ensuring that every chid gets the best possible start in life is so important, so settings and practitioners 

have a vital role to play to ensure the very best for every child, tailoring their curriculum, and being 

guided by a child’s interests and their families.  

 

Children who are at risk of falling behind or who are already falling behind, must be promptly identified 

and supported, and additional help sought through external agencies where necessary. 

Practitioners must support children with Special Educational Needs or Disabilities, and  adhere to the 

SEND code of pracrice  published by the Department for Education. 

 

A progress Check at age 2 must be completed by a setting , and any concerns about a child’s learning 

and development , must be shared with their parents and practitioners must identify how best to sup-

port the child. 

 

Research shows that by the time children start school, there is often a disparity between the develop-

ment of children from lower income families and those from more afluent families. According to the 

Oxford Language Report (2018)  “a child who is not at the expected standard in language at the age of 

five is 11 times less likely to achieve the expected level in maths age 11”. 

 

 

Oxford Language Report (2018) 



The role of the Early Years Practitioner 

 

 

Stacey Garska Rodriguez (2019) 

Livestrong.com (n.d.) 

Igglywigglywoo.com (n.d.) 

The role of the early years practitioner is to provide the very best 

learning environment and experiences  possible, where all  

children feel safe, secure and valued. The early years practitioner 

must work as part of a team in the setting, ensuring that they are 

professional, trusted and an active member of the team. The  

early years practitioner must also ensure that they develop a 

good working relationship with the child’s family, to ensure that 

they can work in partnership for the best interests of the child. 

The early years practitioner must be able to work as part of a 

multiagency team, and know when and how to seek  

specialist support. The early years practitioner should be 

knowledgeable about child development and have a vast  

array of skills and knowledge to enable them to create an 

enabling environment and foster secure attachments. 

The early years practitioner should embark on personal care 

activities with respect and sensitivity, and ensure that every 

child’s needs are met. 

The early years practitioner must have excellent com-

munication skills, to enable them to communicate 

effectively with children, colleagues, parents, other 

professionals, as well as the wider community. 

The early years practitioner should be working in part-

nership with parents, suggesting ways to support their 

child and opportunities to extend learning. 

The early years practitioner should be an excellent role 

model and should model effective communication. 

The early years practitioner should look for ques to 

communicate with children and should use 

sportcasting to further a child’s language and under-

standing, through describing their world, and helping 

them make connections. 

 

In Bronfenbrenner ‘s Ecological 

Development Model (1979),  

Bronfenbrenner noted that  

relationships and the environment 

can have a profound impact on a 

child’s development. 



Enabling environments 

Department for Education (2023) p.7. 

Enabling environments, support all children to thrive and learn. Enabling environments allow all 

children, whatever their interests and experiences, to explore, in a secure environment, where 

they feel valued, supported, and that they belong.  Enabling environments allow for lots of move-

ment and for learning opportunities indoors and outdoors. Enabling environments celebrate  

diversity, and are inclusive to all. Enabling environments allow for exploration, and ignite  

curiosity. Enabling environments promote independence, and provide opportunities to develop 

skills and extend existing knowledge. Enabling environments have enthusiastic practitioners, who 

provide scaffolding to assist children with their learning, and look for opportunities to extend 

learning. 

There are various approaches to creating an enabling environment, which vary in their approach.  

Forest Schools favour a nature based experiential approach.  

The Froebel approach is centred around the importance of play. 

Montessori settings place a huge emphasis on preparing the learning environment, and providing 

children with real resources. 

Reggio Emilia inspired settings, provide ‘provocations’ to appeal to the child's curiosity. 

The curiosity approach is inspired by Reggio , Pikler, and Montessori, and favours child led  

learning, through activities such as loose parts. 

 

 



Is it time to play? (2024)  

In addition to continually reflecting on their own practice, and considering the impact on learning, 

it is also very important that practitioners continually audit their provision and ensure that they are 

providing the very best experiences and opportunities for their key children. 



Challenges in providing high quality care 

Early Education and Family Service. Shared by The OT Toolbox (2023) 

Messy play is messy! 

Parents may not be happy if their child gets messy. Protective aprons could be work for messy  

activities, and appropriate clothing for outdoor activities. Working with parents and explaining the 

benefits of messy play is important. Some practitioners may not like the mess too! 

Cultural considerations may provide a challenge. Boys may have been told that they should not 

play with dolls or dress up. Children may not like the sensation of sensory play if they have not  

experienced this before, or they may have been told not to get dirty.  

There may be insufficient staff, funds or resources to attempt certain activities. There may also be a 

lack of space, or even time if other curriculum areas are prioritised, that are thought to be more  

academic. 



Challenges in providing high quality care 

Practitioners may be inexperienced and have a lack of knowledge or skills. By working as a team and 

sharing skills and knowledge this could easily be overcome. 

 

Parents may not have provided the necessary resources, such as nappies, wipes or a change of clothes. 

Keeping spares in the setting would overcome this problem. 

 

There may be children with additional needs who do not yet get additional support. It could be very 

difficult for practitioners to meet their needs, as well as the needs of other key children. Unfortunately 

it can often take some time to put additional support in place. 

 

Staff illness/absence or a high turn around of staff, would make it difficult to provide high quality care. 

Children will be unsettled if their key person is not there, or if the role changes frequently.  

 

A lack of social interaction, and many children not attending settings during Covid 19,  has lead to many 

children having difficulty settling in to a setting, after a prolonged period at home. 

 

It can be challenging to give opportunities for risky play in our risk averse society.  Pikler noted that 

children who had been ‘over’protected were less able to manage risk. Children may be anxious about 

taking calculated risks, as may their parents’, and practitioners may be concerned abot being blamed 

for an accidents. 



Playscotland.org (2024) Experimental Play 

Children learn through  

exploration. 

LLJ’s Childminding (2022) 

Learning and Exploring Through Play (2024)  
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Sensory play is play that stimulates the senses. Play where children use their senses to touch, hear, 

smell or taste to explore and make sense of the world around them. 

Sensory play is fun and can be a social experience to share. 

Sensory play can help young children to begin to understand concepts through exploration, such as 

capacity, size, textures, and to acquire new vocabulary. 

Sensory play can enable children to build on their previous learning . 

Sensory play can give opportunities to perfect and develop new skills. 

Sensory play can allow children to experience cause and  affect. 

Sensory play encourages creativity. 

Sensory play can encourage independent thinking. 

Filling containers and emptying them can teach a child about capacity, and expand their vocabuley, 

by using words such as “full”, “empty” . 

Tuff trays can be used for sensory play, as well as other opportunities for exploratory play. 

 



Jan Hill (2024) Sian Kostov (2024) 

Doodle Bells Childcare  (2023) 

Fig. 5 
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Early Childhood Development Center (2024) Fig. 7 



Forest schools (2023) 

Forest schools (2023) 

Forest schools (2023) 

Forest schools (2023) Forest schools (2023) 

Fig. 8 Fig. 9 

Forest 

Schools 
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The Montessori approach 

LLJ’s Childminding 2018) 

Children us real tools that work. 

https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvm.tiktok.com%2FZGe6TX1Pn%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C1ac162da64a04aa91d1508dc179a6f18%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638411199287741492%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiL


Magda  Gerber 

Magda Gerber’s approach is  

similar to that of Pikler, focusing 

on taking time, making the most 

out of personal care interactions, 

and being respectful. 

Magda Gerber referred to 

educators as educarers, as 

education and care can not 

be separated. 
Janet Lansbury (2023) 
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