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parent café
The First 2000 Days!  

Building a Strong Foundation 

Facilitator Notes 

•  exploring their hopes and dreams for their child. 
•  being introduced to the basics of early brain 

development. 
•  understanding how a child’s environment, relationships 

and experiences effect early brain development. 
•  understanding how the early years contribute to future 

health and success. 

Session Goal: Parents/caregivers will 
explore the ‘window of opportunity’ of 
the early years of their child’s life:  

Education for Communities, Communities for Education 
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The Early Years! 
Conversation Overview 

Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

Why are the early 
years so 

important? What do you know 
about the 

developmental 
milestones? 

What does ‘typical’ 
development look 

like? 

Hopes and 
dreams for 
your child? 

How do 
children learn? 

What kind of 
environment and 

relationships 
support healthy 

brain 
development? 

Suggestion: 
Share these sample 
questions with parents 
to find out if there are 
other questions they 
would like to discuss.  

Facilitator Notes 

Suggestion: 
•  Use a flipchart/blackboard/newsprint on table/ to record these 

questions and revisit them at the end of the session. 

Are there other questions parents would most 
like to have answered today?  

Note: Encourage parents 
to add questions at any 
time during the session. 

Suggestion:  
Begin the 
conversation by 
asking parents/
caregivers to share 
something of their 
child(ren). 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

What brought you here 
today? 

What motivated you 
to take time out 
from your busy life?  

Facilitator Notes 

Suggestions: 

            
•  make a point of letting parents be heard. 
•  something motivated parents to be here – take the time to 

find out what they would like to get from these 
conversations. 

•  validate their efforts and commitment to their child by being 
here. 

•  emphasize the shared interest among the group in their child 
– talking with other adults can be a great support. 

There are many different things that 
motivate parents/caregivers to learn 
more about their child(ren)… 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

What are your hopes 
and dreams for your 
child’s future? 

Thinking to the 
future – ‘What 
kind of adult do I 
want my child to 
be”? 

Facilitator Notes 

•  Dreaming helps to focus on the amazing possibilities 
ahead. 

•  When people connect to the heart they find the 
motivation to act. 

•  By setting the stage for a casual and open 
conversation, parents feel comfortable and 
supported and therefore will speak honestly. 

            

Caring leads to action… 

You might want to share 
your own hopes and 
dreams for your children 
and for the children of 
your community. 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

Why are the early years so 
important? 

Have you heard what brain research 
tells us about how early brain 
development impacts later life? 

•  Babies’ brains are not fully developed at  
 birth. The first five years of their life will 
 determine how their brain develops.  

•  Early brain development impacts all areas 
 of adult life: physical, social, emotional and 
 cognitive skills and health! With a strong 
 foundation children are better positioned 
 to grow, learn and flourish! 

•  Foundational skills in all areas of 
 development are learned: physical or 
 motor skills, social, emotional, thinking and 
 language skills are get there start from 
 birth to five years. 

•  We know that it is far easier to “get it right 
 the first time” when a child’s brain is 
 developing! 

A child’s experiences in their  
first 2000 days lays the foundation  
for the rest of their life! 

Facilitator Notes 

Ready 4 Learning 
“It takes a community to 
raise a child.  The first 
2000 days of a child's 
life is a time of 
tremendous growth and 
learning.  The early 
years set the course for 
a child's future and we 
want that future to be 
the brightest possible!”  

“Investments in the early years  
produce the highest economic  
returns later in  life.”   

 Dr. James Heckman  
 Nobel Prize in Economics (2000) 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

What do you know about how 
your child’s brain develops? 

Suggestion: 

Share the video 
Early Brain 
Development 01 
and discuss. 

Suggested Activity:  
*Use the short true/
false quiz on brain 
development in 
appendix      to 
introduce topic. 

Facilitator Notes 

            

Some miracles of early brain 
development and early experience: 

Note: 

•  Babies’ brains are not just a smaller version of an adult brain, but immature. They 
really are born ready to learn. 

•  Brains are “built” from the bottom up. The lower areas (brain stem and midbrain) of 
the brain are more mature at birth. That’s why newborns can breath, sleep, cry and 
feed. The higher areas, (limbic system and the cerebral cortex) where conscious 
thinking, feeling, remembering and voluntary actions come from are still under 
construction.  

•  Most of the neurons, or nerve cells have been formed but few of the connections are 
yet made between them. These connections (synapses) form the pathways (brain 
circuits) that connect one area of the brain to another and allow us to do most of what 
we can do. 

•  Enormous numbers of connections are formed in a child’s brain. The cerebral cortex of 
a healthy toddler may create 2 million synapses per second. (source: ZERO TO THREE, 2009) 

• A child has approximately 1,000 trillion synapses by age 3. The brain then begins 
“pruning”, or eliminating some synapses and strengthening others. This makes the brain 
more efficient.  (source: Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000)  

• These processes are dependent on the experiences of an infant and young child. You 
could say that the experiences of a child get “wired” into their brain, impacting their 
future. 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

What kind of environment 
best supports healthy brain 
development and learning?   

Why are routines so 
important? 

Do you think infants 
and young children 
feel “stress”? 

Facilitator Notes 

•  recognizes everyday, normal experiences are important! 
•  “Parents, grandparents, caring adults, even children often instinctively know  

what babies need to develop. Infants physical needs met and provided with love, affection, 
and responsive and nurturing care  (source:  With the Brain in Mind) 

•  physical needs include adequate sleep, nutrition and protection from physical harm - things that are 
tolerated by a mature brain can be toxic to a young brain. 

•  babies and young children do experience stress - young brains that experience too much stress can 
become very sensitive to stress later in life. 

•  If a child feels constantly threatened in an unpredictable environment, their brain goes into 
“survival mode” with less activity in the cerebral cortex making it harder to learn. 

•  Safe and predictable routines help to minimize stress for child (and parent too!); and help ensure that all 
the child’s needs are fit into the day. 

•  Some stress is a normal part of life! Positive care giving can counteract stress.  
•  The baby takes in information through their sense organs: what baby hears, smells, touches, 

tastes and sees shapes the development of the brain. 
•  While children learn through their senses they can be over stimulated by too much sensory stimulation.  
•  Others? 

Environment that supports  
healthy development…. 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

How do you think your relationship 
with your child could affect brain 
development? 

Note: 
“Attachment” is the word 
used to describe the 
emotional bond between 
infants and parents or 
caregivers.  

Facilitator Notes 

•  secure attachments are formed through the emotional bonding 
that happens when parents care for their child and respond to 
their needs.  

•  attachment starts pre-natally and 
plays an important role in brain development! 

•  early life attachments are processed by  
the limbic system, and stored as emotional memories.  

•  during the sensitive periods of brain  
development, healthy attachments are important. Relationships  
actually shape the architecture of the brain!  

•  secure attachments create the safe  
environment children need to learn and grow. 

•  secure attachment impacts self confidence, independence, 
less stress reactivity and better relationships throughout life! 

Building a strong relationship 
with baby is key to healthy 
development! 

Note: 
Some people refer 
to relationships as 
the “active 
ingredient” for early 
childhood 
development! 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

With what you know about how the 
brain of your child is developing, what 
kind of experiences are shaping the 
development of their brain? 

Facilitator Notes 

•  early experiences have an effect on the synapses (brain connections!) 
being formed and on the pruning of synapses. When this pruning 
happens, (you can think of this like thinning the carrots in a garden) the 
phrase “use it or lose it” applies. The connections that are being used are 
strengthened, those that aren’t are lost. 

•  there is plenty of opportunity for rich learning and growth in the normal, 
everyday world of a child! 

•  a rich and responsive environment consists of ongoing interactions and 
time to explore and discover! 

•  when a child learns a new skill, they need opportunities to practice as 
they begin to learn the next skills.  

•  opportunities to explore and discover provides a chance for the child to 
learn self-control, deal with frustration, stimulates the senses, learn to 
plan and problem solve…. 

•  When children are stressed they are also less likely to explore and  
practice new skills. 

Experience that creates a rich and 
responsive environment ….. 

Note:    Resilience 
is the capacity for positive  
adaptation despite adverse  
circumstances. 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

What do you already know about child 
development? What does typical 
development “look like”? 

When do you think that the senses 
develop and in what order? 

Have you heard 
about the Early 
Development 
Instrument? 

Facilitator Notes 

•  Sequences building from a foundational skill; one skill builds on another, i.e. 
children learn to hold up their head before sitting, before standing, before walking 
and running! 

•  Strong foundational skills allow later skills to be learned more easily. 
•  While the progression generally follows a common path, the times that milestones 

are reached will vary. Parents should gather resources, speak with other parents 
and health professionals; especially if there is a concern about an area of 
development.  

•  Senses develop prenatally  

Measuring child development with the EDI tool: 
•  early development instrument is a tool that is used to asses the areas of development across 
Alberta (Early Childhood Mapping project) by neighborhood, area and municipality 
•  population‐based measure of children’s  development at Kindergarten entry (not used to    
assess individual children).  
•  Measures development across five domains:  

•  Physical Health & Well‐being  
•  Social Competence  
•  Emotional Maturity  
•  Language and Cognitive Development  
•  Communication Skills  

• Identifies number of children that are  “vulnerable” in one or more domains of  development  
• Used to inform community coalitions working in each area of province to support early  
years 

Note Resources: 

-Ready4Learning 
-EC Map 
-First 2000 Days 
-AHS new guide for 
parents and 
caregivers 

Typical Progressions of development: 
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Education for Communities, Communities for Education 

After our discussion today,  
would you like to set a goal or 
try something new? 

What would you 
like to share with 
another parent or 
caregiver?  

Facilitator Notes 

Examples… 

•  Check out the Ready4Learning website for local 
opportunities. 

•  Find my coalition contact for the EC Map project in my 
area and find out what’s happening in our 
neighborhood. www.ready4learning.org 

•  Sign up for With the brain in mind… 

Great Ideas from the Parents… 


