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The First 1000 days and why they are important

Right Start. Bright Future.

The period of conception tothe age of two is known as the first 1000 days and thisisthe earliest
stage of development. The focus on the first 1000 days has grown in recentyears as there has been
huge masses of evidence to show the significance of the e xperiences a child has and the
environmentthe childisin duringthis period (Moore etal, 2017, p. 5). The first 1000 days are a
critical period because duringthis time babies have anincreased vulnerability and the foundations of



children’s development and health are placed, theseare theirsocial, physical, emotional, cognitive
and behavioural development (House of Commons, Health and Social Care Committee, 2019).

The most vital time fordevelopmentis the first 1000 days, this starts from conception. These days
are alsothe most vulnerabletimes fora child. During this period a child can be diagnosed witha
developmental need likean educational need, if special provision is not made when they start
compulsory education, oradisability diagnosis can be made too. As babies do not have the language
skills atthis point, itis possible thatit can take longerforsome people to have theirneedsidentified
(HM Government, 2021).

The perceptions of learningand development are linked. Developmentis a holisticconcept, it
includes changes and growthinan individual’s social, physical and mental wellbeing and functioning.
Learning means certain processes fordeveloping skills and knowledge. Learning and development
are both universal processes. However, they take place in particularin cultural and social contexts
whichinclude early years education and childcare setting. The variationsinachild’s learning and
development are formed by cultural principles. By supporting the development of a child means
theirfamily and community that take on the main day to day responsibilities of the child are also
supported and respected (Page, Clare and Nutbrown, 2013).

The life of the unborn baby is set up froma healthy pregnancy. When ababyisin the womb, they
are susceptibletothe environmentthe motherissurrounded by. Whateverthe mothercan hearso
can their baby, what the mother consumes they consume aswell. If amotheris distressed this can



have an effect of the baby. For a healthy development forthe baby the physical and mental
wellbeing of the motherisvital (HM Government, 2021).

For women and theirfamilies, pregnancy and childbirth are both life changing events. Throughout
these events maternity staff have the chance to support women and theirfamilies making sure they
have a positive and personalised experience whilst receiving clinically safe care. There needsto be
maintainable services to help familiesin preparation for parenthood. This willensure the children
have the best start they can in life. They willalso help with their physical, emotionaland social
needs. Thereisan opportunity forwomen throughout pregnancy to up take a healthy lifestyle and
enlarge theirfamily’s health and wellbeing throughout their lifetime (Welsh Government, 2019).

A large range of emotions can be brough up when being pregnantand these caninclude being
stressed orfeeling anxious, butthisis normal. Pregnancy is a major change and stressisa normal
reaction when goingthroughit. Sometimes too much stress can be overpoweringand couldresultis
health problems for both baby and mother. However, stress can be usedin a positive way and can
be usedto push someone toface new challenges (Pregnancy, Birth & Baby, 2020).
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Nutrition

Nutrition of a mother prenatal and the nutrition of a child within the first 1000 days (two years of
life) are the mostvital factor of the neurodevelopment of a child and their mental health throughout
life. Ifachild or adult suffersfrom healthrisks such as diabetes, hypertension or obesity, it may have
beeninflicted fromthis period of their life. If key nutrients are not given to a child throughout this
crucial period of theirlife itcan increase the chances of lifelong deficits in the function of the brain.
Every care giverforchildren can promote healthy diets forinfants and children within the first 1000
days. If publicpolicies are prioritised that make sure that adequate nutrients are givento childrento
ensure they have an early base for the best neurodevelopment, thisis amajorfactor in havinglong-
term health (Schwarzenberg and Georgieff, p. 1).

Within the first 1000 days, nutritionis crucial, it has a role of shapingthe long-term health and
overall development of anindividual. The nutritional deficiencies during the period of the first 1000
days, can change the developmental traces of anindividuals which can cause a delay oran
impairmentinimmunological, physical or cognitive development. This type of delay orimpairment
can sometimes be irreversibleand can end up with poorachievements and schoolwork and the risk
of developing diseases lateroninlife can be increased (Mayneris-Perxachs and Swann, 2019).

Having a stable and responsive relationship with their caregivers and being within a protected and
nurturingenvironmentachild’s developmentis built on by their nutrition duringthe period of the
first 1000 days. When any of these vital supports are not metitcan have a negative effectona
child’s social, physical, cognitive and emotional development, this may resultin losing opportunities
which every childisintitled to (Think Babies, n.d)



The brain continuously develops throughout life and the quickest period of brain development and
growthis the time itis as its highest plasticityisinthe third and last trimester of pregnancy and up
to the age of 2. By the time of 5 months from conception, the human brainis a bi-lobed structure,
and itlooks similarto a coffee bean. By full term, 9 months since conception, itis gyri and sulci
indicative of significant complexity, this looks alot more like the adult brain, a walnut shape. Rapid
developingareas of the brain at birth as the hippocampus and the auditory and visual cortices. There
isa biggrowth of the language processingareasinthe first year post-natal as well as development of
prefrontal cortex which controls higher processing whichis flexibility, attention and inhibition. Rapid
tests of neuronal proliferation, myelination, differentiation (complexity) and synaptogenesis
(connectivity) characterisethe first 1000 days. Thisis the time where the best opportunities are



giventoensure the best nutrition to promote normal development anditis also the time where the
brainis the mostvulnerable to any nutrient deficit (Cusick and Georgieff, 2013).

The first 1000 days of life are important as the foundations of neurodevelopmentare placedanda
satisfactory amount of nutrientsand to achieve this, asupply of nutrients are vital, mainlyiodine,
folicacid, chlorine andiron as well as others. An essential forhuman developmentis chlorineand
chlorineis produced by humansin small amounts through the hepatic phosphatidylethanolamine N-
methyltransferase (PEMT) pathway. Neonateand the fetus have a predominately high chlorine
demand and take part in normal development (Derbyshireand Obeid, 2020).

The process of a healthy normal neurodevelopmentis complex, anditinvolves structural and cellular
changes withinthe brain whichthen proceedinaprecise arrangement. If thereisachange in a part
of the brainthat istoo slow or too quick, it can end with a failure of a crucial pathway connectionto
different parts of the brain. Throughoutthe first 1000 days is the most active period of neurological
development, there is a quick change that happens fromthe first development of a structure
recognised as the brain. Duringthis period important primary structure are formed which support
the fundamental behaviours and gives aframework for structures that will form later

on (Schwarzenberg and Georgieff, 2018, p. 2).



https://youtu.be/VNNsN9IJkws

Enabling Adults

The development of childrenis shaped considerably by the relationship they share with their main
caregiverduringinfancy. Asecure attachmentis encouraged by a consistently responsiveand a
developingrelationship and will be allows the development of relationshipsin the future of the
child’slife and atthe same time delivering a secure groundwork forlearning (Moore etal. 2017, p.
15).

A considerably large research displays the advantages of having a good attendance at good quality
early childhood education and care, also known as ECEC, and for having positive learning and
behavioural outcomes. It has also discovered that the quality of opportunities and experiences that
young children have in early childhood education are dependent on the dispositions, skillsand
understanding of theirearly childhood educators. The amount children learn and how they feel
aboutlearningisreliantonthe quality of interaction they have with peers and educators which
showsinresearch (Melhuish etal. 2016, p.1).

Nutbrown (1996, quotedin Page, Clare and nutbrown 2013, p. 4) believed, throughout theirlives,
young children make numerous relationships and connections. Itis vital that children have
opportunities to make connections with closeadults. All children will be included by respectful
educators and not just children who are easierto work with, respecting every individual child and

accepted them as they are. Thismeans respecting their family, theirlanguage and culture, their
abilities, theirname and their needs.



By evolving respectful relationships and practices helps with livingand working together withina
settingand this can be difficult attimes. However, whetheritis difficult or not, making an effort to
investinbuilding relationships between parents, children and practitioners will pay dividen ds as this
community is one of the most important things for a child throughout theirearly education and care
(Page, Claire and Nutbrown, 2013).

Enabling Environments

Having an enabling environmentin the first 1000 days is a vital factor for a child development. To
have an enabling environmentithasto be a varied space where there are a minimised abut of risks
and all children are protected from any harm. The environment should be welcoming, warm and
nurturing. There should be avariety of resources available that are familiarto children and babies,
butitis justas important forthemto do activities new tothem. There should always be activities
available todoindoorand outdoorand there should always be room forindoor and outdoor play.
Exploring and risk-taking should also be encouraged for development (Early Years Alliance, n.d).

There should be a variety of activities that all have adifferent purpose. They need to give children
inspiration forimagination and the acting out role play, to encourage exploration of personal
relationships and theirfeelings, trying to figure out problems, reflection and also quiet/carpet time.
There should be consideration for havingan area for construction, a selection of books and toys, a
home corner, art, musicand time for storytelling. The environment should be suitableforthe



children withinit. There should be consideration that every individual child has afeeling of belonging
and they feel valued and welcomed (Early Years Alliance n.d).

The development and health of achild can be influenced by their personal characteristics like
gender, personality and genetics. Their life chances, development and future health are significantly
influenced by theirfamilyaround them, especially their parents, the community they are livingin
and the society they are a part of. The interaction of these characteristics happens in multiple ways
most often complex. Protective factors are characteristics that help promote achild’s development
and health andrisk factors are characteristics that putthe child’s developmentand health at risk.
These two different factors tend to be ‘two sidesto the same coin’. An example of thisis, if parental
mental healthis poor, it can have an effectonthe child’s healthy development. On the otherhand, if
parental mental healthis good there can be protection againstany other negative outcomes forthe
child. Forexample, pooracademicskills or behavioural problems (Parliament, 2019).

The perceptions of learning and development are linked. Developmentis a holisticconcept, it
includes changesand growthinan individual’s social, physical and mental wellbeing and functioning.
Learning means certain processes for developing skills and knowledge Learning and development
are both universal processes. However, they take place in particular cultural and social contexts
whichinclude early years education and childcare setting. The variationsinachild’s learning and
developmentare formed by cultural principles. By supporting the de velopment of a child means
theirfamily and community that take on the main day to day responsibilities of the child are
supported and respected (Page, Clare and Nutbrown, 2013).

Lillie (2017) believed, all general learning is formed from sensory information. To have fine motor
skillslateroninlife, touch perceptionis crucial. Having a precise awareness of what we can hear and
see allows childrentolisten and take ininstructions, speaking clearly and understanding what they
see. Havingthe ability to precisely feelwheretheir body is within aspace and the way it moves
throughout that space definestheirbalance, endurance and postural core strength. The basis of
academiclearningisformed by all theirsenses working together



Poverty

Thereisa large amount of evidence which shows thereis big connection between poverty during
the period of the first 1000 days and adverse health and wellbeing outcomes lateroninlife.
Research shows, children with developmental delay from highincome families are more likely to
catch up to otherchildren theirage lateroninlife. However, children from afamily withalow
income are not likely to do so (Moore etal. 2017, p. 12).

Thereisan array of indirectand directimpact on baby’s development and wellbeing while livingin
poverty. There is research that shows that babies brain developmentis affected by poverty. Thisis
caused by havinga condensed opportunity for positive stimulation and aenlarged exposure to stress
and the stress can become overpowering fortheir parentslivingin poverty to be able to give their
child a nurturing and sensitive environment they need to be able to thrive (Moore etal. 2017, p.12).

Examples of social stresses are poor housing, low paid and unstable work and poverty. Theseact
againstthe capability for parentsto be able to give theirchildren a health, nurturing, secure
environmenttoliveinduringthe early years of theirlife. There are otherrisks that sometimes come
with poverty too such as smokingin pregnant, the low breastfeedingand obesity rates all negatively
affectthe child’s health, and these are all more likely to happen within more poor

households (House of Commons, Health and Social Care Committee, 2019).



By evolvingrespectful relationships and practices helps with livingand working togetherwithina
settingand this can be difficult attimes. However, whetheritis difficult or not, making an effort to
investin building relationships between parents, children and practitioners will pay dividends as this
community is one of the most important things for a child throughout theirearly education and care
(Page, Claire and Nutbrown, 2013).

Emmi Pikler was a physician from Hungary. She studied, observed and practiced the art of being
surrounded by young children and infants. Piklerwas anintelligent phenomenological observerand
a thorough researcherwho passed herobservationsinto a continually developing practice. Between
the years 1930 to 1940 Piklerspenthertime in Budapestas a family paediatrician. Her dedication to
youngchildren steered herinto supporting parents personally. Forthe first 10 days aftera baby was
born, she arranged home visits every day, this followed by weekly visits throughout the first few
months after birth. For the first 100 children Pikler got guidance in child rearingand gained
confidence that herunderstanding was correct (Weber, 2010, p.19).

The importance of needing healthy attachments forachild’s overall well-being and theiremotional
and physical development was recognised by Emmi Pikler. She believed opportunities for build
trusting relationships came strongly from caregiving moments like bathing, feeding and changing.
These parts of caregiving play a big part inthe daily routine of aninfantand duringthese moments
they will learn alotabout themselves, how their carer perceives them and theirrelationship. Hence
why it isvital that the infantfeels safe and secure during these moments and ensuring they are
beingacknowledged as anindividual and appreciated as a partnerin theirrelationship. The
emotional and physical well-being of the infant will be influenced by how they experience these care
giving moments (Pikler UK Association, n.d).

The child entersthe world by bonding with their parents and caregivers. In the Piklerinstitutein
Budapesta new-born baby will spend long periods of time intimately with the peoplewho care for
themand theirneeds. By spending quality time with the babies doing intimate activities such as
dress, bathing, and feeding, the baby is giving gentle invitations to reach into earthly life alittle bit
further. Children crave undivided, full attention. A child can feel isolated with divided attention and
can become confused. They beginto get comfortable with the adultsintheirlifeand look forward to
spendingtime with them (Weber, 2010, p. 19).

Withinthe first 1000 days safety and security, nutrition and good health are all equally important for
early development. Itisalso particularly important for nurturinginteractions with their responsive
caregiverformultiple characteristics of the baby’s development. There is something called “serve
and returninteractions” whichitis believed all babies need these with their caregiver. These
interactions mean, if ababyis communicating with the adult for something then the adult should
respond appropriately. This type of response can be naming or looking at something that the baby
mightbe pointingto, respondingtothem whentheyare tryingto speak to comfortingthem when
theyare crying. These are all sensitive responses to theirinteractions to help build and develop a
healthy brain (Parent-Infant Foundation, 2022).
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