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Exceptional Care in the First 1000 Days
[image: Infographic showing how to give every child the best start in life.]Children develop in five main areas during the early years of life, including physically, cognitively, language, socially and emotionally. The most amount of rapid and dramatic change will happen during this time compared to any other. The most dramatic and rapid changes happen in the first three years compared to any other time. (Bronfenbrenner 1977). From pre – natal through to the age of two, during this stage foundations are built for lifelong health, and are an opportunity for children to reach their full potential. (Hyson and Tomlinson (2014) state that it is within the Early Years that the fundamentals for brain development are built, in which all new informational and skills can be stored. However, learning will also take place whist the baby is still in the womb, as they are born with a powerful motivation and ability to learn. Different responses that baby’s and young children receive from individuals around them can actively promote rapid brain development. (Learning and Teaching Scotland 2005). 
The peak period of brain development happens during the first 1000 days of life. More than a million new neural connections are formed in every second in the first year of a baby’s life. This includes sensory pathways for basic functions such as hearing, language skills and higher cognitive functions. A number of nutrients play an important role in the brain during pregnancy, these include protein, iron, copper, folate, zinc, iodine and certain fats. 
Source: Gov.uk/healthmatters
Every second of a baby’s life has its importance: the consistency of care, the respect for his own resources, all must be preserved by the strength of the environment created around him. (Vamos, 2019) Some key factors that can affect the first few years of a child’s life can be stress, trauma, poverty, and violence. These experiences can have long term adverse health effects on a baby. It is the upmost importance to provide all babies with a sense of security, good nutrition, and a loving home environment. Babies need to receive good nutrition in the womb and through early life. When a woman is pregnant, her weight and lifestyle habits will influence how a baby’s immune system and organs develop. A woman with poor nutrition and health can lead to problems such as heart disease and obesity. 
[image: A graph of growth and age]These 1,000 days are also a critical period for developing physical and communication skills. By the time a baby turns two, they will usually be able to walk unaided, climb furniture, play with a ball, and hold a pen to scribble. However, babies and young children need to be encouraged by their parents and carers to learn these skills. It is very important that these skills are monitored. If developmental delays are not identified and addressed early, this could cause problems in later life. Early diagnosis will ensure parents and carers have the correct information provided to them by the correct teams. 





     Source (Levitt 2009)


Caregiving and Exceptional Care
It is through loving and secure relationships that babies learn to think, understand, communicate, and show emotion. Relationships will affect how babies and children see the world around them. 
(Bowlby 1997) attachment theory states the Importance of a baby’s and child’s emotional bond with their primary caregivers. A loss of this bond or no bond can affect children emotionally and psychologically into adulthood. This can impact future relationships. For children, forming an attachment is something that will develop over time, however, parents and carers can start to form an emotional bond with their baby before they are born. A parent or carer may find it difficult to form a bond with their child, not having an effective support network, or mental health issues can be the cause of this. Similarly, (Mary Ainsworth 1969) described three major styles of attachment: secure attachment, ambivalent – insecure attachment, and avoidant – insecure attachment. This information was revealed by the “strange situation” theory, where researchers observed children between the ages of twelve and eighteen months as they were to respond to a situation where they were briefly left alone and then reunited with their mothers. 
Children can form attachments with more than one caregiver, but the bond with the people who have provided close care from early infancy is the most important and enduring (Bowlby, 1997) Exceptional care giving received from parents and carers plays a crucial role in a child’s overall development. It allows a range of activities that contribute to the emotional, physical, and social well-being on a child. The most basic care provided by a parent or carer are washing of clothes, washing the child, brushing teeth, dressing, changing nappies, feeding, sleeping and toileting. From feeding and numerous health check-ups, to singing nursery rhymes, cuddling, and playing, creating routines to protect children from hard, are all key factors to enable children to reach their full potential and thrive. 


Emmi Pikler’s (1946) theory, often known as the Pikler approach, saw the importance of healthy attachments for the well-being of the child and both physical and emotional development.  She found the primary caregiving moments of feeding, changing, and bathing offered vital opportunities for the infant and carer to build secure trusting relationships. 
According to Erikson (1958, 1963) any child who experiences reliable and consistent caregiving will develop a sense of trust between the relationship, whereas inconsistent experiences and a lack of care and basic needs may lead to mistrust. Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development begins at birth and will continue to approximately eighteen months. During this stage, young children are uncertain about the world and will therefore look towards their primary caregiver for consistency of care. When a caregiver is reliable, consistent, and nurturing it will allow the child to gain a sense of trust. On the other hand, if the parent or carer fails to provide consistent love and affection, this will lead the child to develop a sense of insecurity, [image: Erikson Stages of Development]leading to a belief of mistrust and anxiety.

Professional Relationships[image: Child development – Why the first 1,000 days of children’s lives matter most]
The Welsh Government (2002) states that involving parents and carers in their children’s learning is the most important factor in enabling children to do well regardless of their background. A relationship between parents, carers and an early year setting usually begins with them visiting the setting. This will allow any important questions to be asked, and any information needed from both parties can be communicated, as working in partnership with parents and carers is paramount to the Early Years Foundation Stage. Allowing visits to the setting also builds trust between the practitioner’s and parent and carer. It allows practitioners to ask the parent and carer what they expect from the setting and how they can take care of the child with a holistic approach. It is important that daily information is passed on between the setting and carers, and this information can be as simple as how the child ate that day, and if the child settled for a sleep.  
Early years practitioners play an important role when working and supporting children and their families during the first 1,000 days. Working in partnership with parents and carers is central to the early years foundation stage (EYFS). More basic needs being, fresh air, healthy meals and snacks, play, a sense of love and care are all essential to children in the care of an Early Years Practitioner. To enable children to have the best possible start in life, practitioners must work together to access as much information as they can on each individual child. To effectively support a child’s growth and learning in any early years setting, practitioners will need a variety of information. The information they will gather will be kept confidential and each child will usually have a file where all records and all information on the child is kept safe. This information will include things like; the child’s full name and home address, parent, or carer’s full names, contact details and home address. Practitioners will also have an up-to-date record on the child’s immunisation records, any knows allergies and medical conditions, and emergency contact information for healthcare providers. 
Early years settings will usually keep a record of the child’s milestones they have achieved, for example, walking, talking, any developmental delays, sleep patterns, eating habits, and any comfort items or routines from home. Stages of a child’s development can be recorded by observations. Practitioners will usually observe children during structured and non-structured activities. These observations are used to help assess where the child is at and whether they are thriving as they should be for the age they are at. Parental support plays a vital role when needing a source of information. Practitioners will work closely with parents and cares to allow them to be kept as up to date as possible on their child’s progress, and how they can have any extra support, if needed.
Birth to five matters states that inclusion and equalities apply to all children and families. It is recognised that each child and family bring their values, and their unique funds of knowledge that are built over time by taking part in the practices of their community. Practitioners should include several opportunities within their setting which will allow children to explore and learn about different religions and should all be celebrated. Bronfenbrenner (1979) identifies three critical concepts that will contribute to the framework for strong partnerships between parents, carers, and professional partnerships. These are mutuality, reciprocity, and shared decision making. He suggests that mutuality will assume an understanding between all parties. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Rouse, 20140.
County Childhood Committee (2017) states that secondary caregivers need to have an understanding that parents and carers know the child better than anyone and should find out as much information as they can on each individual child. This will be done by effective communication between all parents, carers and professionals involved in the children’s care. 
Urie Bronfenbrenner explains in his ecological systems theory, that the child is at the centre, and surrounded by family, school and other areas of life that are providing the child with support is what forms the connection within these systems that can shape each child’s development and    learning.                                                                                                                                                        

[image: ][image: maslow needs3]Practitioners must take a holistic approach when working with baby’s and young children. It is important when assessing the needs of a child that they are considered as individuals, and that each child will progress in different stages. Professionals will look at how the different developmental areas link together, and how progress in a certain area can affect another. For example, a child being able to cut with scissors (physical), which will lead to greater self – esteem for the child (emotional). 
According to Maslow (1943, 1954), individuals have a hierarchy of needs that are arranged in a specific order. Physiological needs at the bottom, and creative and intellectual orientated needs at the top. Holistic development here involves making sure that a child’s basic physiological and safety needs are met before addressing higher level needs related to social and emotional well-being.







Challenges in Providing Quality Care
Providing quality care within early years settings is demanding and challenging. These environments play a crucial role in a young child’s development, and therefore need to run as smoothly as possible. One massive challenge within these settings is meeting the diverse needs of the children. 
As we are aware, all children develop and thrive in different areas and at different stages. However, children with additional learning needs won’t always get the support they need. Many settings will not have the adequate support and facilities they need to support these children. According to the Early Years Foundation Stage framework, there is a big decline in the number of children reaching a good level of development in 2022, at 65.2 percent. The percentage in 2019 was 71.8.
The impact of Covid-19 and a new form of assessment has likely contributed to this fall in percentage, however, there is still significant disparity among children. 
Children need to be observed and monitored in settings to check the progress they are making and to access any support, if they need it However, assessing the progress of each child can be challenging, as it requires a lot of time and assessment tools. It can be difficult for settings to maintain staffing ratios due to budget restraints.
A safe and secure environment should be accessible to all children; this is including children with disabilities. However, this will require adherence to current regulations, and a lot of planning. The setting must ensure appropriate resources are available for children with disabilities, this can also be challenging to the setting’s budget. Limited funding to a setting impacts the quality of care, by restricting availability of equipment needed, and any improvements the setting will need to make.



Activities and a Stimulating Environment
[image: Children's House Montessori School of Reston]All children need a stimulating environment. These settings refer to an environment that can provide various sensory experiences, engaging activities that promote a child’s overall development, and opportunities for exploration. 
Practitioners should consider age-appropriate activities for the children, and taking into consideration that all children are at different stages and will therefore need certain activities adapted to meet their individual needs. 
Bright and colourful settings can capture attention of young children and help to promote visual development. Toys that are suitable for the child’s age and stage are also an important part of nursery life. 
Children should be given opportunities which will allow them to use multiple senses, such as sound, touch, sight, and taste. These will enhance a child’s overall sensory development and can be especially useful to those children with additional learning needs. Tuff trays are a fantastic way of promoting sensory activities, as these can be filled with several objects such as sensory materials, such as feathers, water, dry cereals, cotton wool, slime, and sand. 
Maria Montessori (1912) theory is an educational approach that emphasises an individual’s instruction and self-paced learning. Her theory is a method of education that is based on hands-on learning and collaborative play. This is a child-led method, in which children are settled in a prepared learning environment, where they can choose the activities, they want to do. Children will have a range of resources available to them and can play with these for as long as they like. The Montessori environment is set up in a way in which children are receiving a deeper level of understanding in different areas of learning, such as, language, maths, and social interaction. When children are finished with a certain activity, they are taught and expected to tidy the activity away before moving on to the next. 
In comparison, Reggio Emelia’s (1945) approach focusses on a collaborative style of learning. Reggio Emelia classrooms are flexible and open ended.
Within this approach, all children are initiators of the earning process and are at the centre of their leaning. The teachers do not follow a strict curriculum and are seen as guides who help children explore interests and learn. 
There is a big focus on hands on exploration, and therefore practitioners pay close attention to details such as colours and textures to inspire a child’s interest. All children’s work is displayed around the classroom, as this also inspires the children and helps them understand how important their work is. 
Similarly, Pikler (1946) was an advocate for autonomous, self – directed play. This is another situation where children can play freely and choose activities on their terms. This helps to support their decision-making abilities and their independence.
Pikler also states that children will learn best through self-directed play and exploration, as this helps foster their cognitive, social, and emotional development. 
UNICEF (2018) states that play is an essential strategy for learning. This organisation recognises that play is a natural and enjoyable way for children to learn. Play allows children to explore their surroundings, to make fun discoveries, and promotes creativity, problem – solving and critical thinking skills. UNICEF emphasizes that when children are learning through play, it helps them to find meaning in an experience by connecting it to something already known. 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 31) states that “every child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate age of the child, and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.” 
Ultimately, play will enable all children to have an active role in their experiences, as well as trusting children to become agents of their own learning journeys.
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