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Explore in depth the concept of holistic child development with links to Maslow’s model (1000 words).

Holistic child development addresses the complete growth of human beings, viewing their development as a whole person, whose physical, cognitive, emotional, social, and spiritual development are interconnected. David et al. (2003) states that ‘all areas of learning and development are intricately intertwined, young children develop and learn holistically’ (Brodie, 2018). Holistic ideology is crucial in the educational system as ‘it is widely integrated in educational settings both physically and emotionally as practitioners are flexible in their approach to being closely attuned with children in their care’ (Brodie, 2018).

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) provides a holistic approach through individual tiers which are all intertwined with one another for children to reach their fullest potential. His humanistic approach differed from the psychoanalysis and behaviourism approaches due to their limited view of humanity. The lower-level needs having to be satisfied before the higher-level needs can show that all aspects of human development integrate with each other in a holistic manner.

A holistic approach to child development can be clearly viewed through Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, where his multi-layered concept shows the levels, each child needs to satisfy before reaching their full potential. Janeva (n.d.) states that ‘early experiences influence brain development and that the first five years of life are critical to a child’s lifelong development’. This highlights the importance of Maslow's model as it significantly affects children through their most vital years in life. The model highlights that children’s basic physiological and safety needs such as food, water, health, shelter and stability need be satisfied before they can engage in the higher-level tiers such as social, love, self-esteem and self-actualisation (Capes, 2024). Each aspect of child development can be directly aligned with the specific tiers of Maslow’s hierarchy, demonstrating the need for a holistic approach in child development. Physiological needs of necessities such as food, water and sleep and daily nutrition that links to biological factors such as brain development as shown in a study by Blair and Raver (2016), it can cause ‘reduced stimulation and reduced opportunity for learning’. Safety needs can correspond to multiple agencies in childhood such as relationships with parents and transitions in school. The social factors come into play with quality time with peers and play in school. While the self-esteem and self-actualisation link to emotional regulation and gaining independence in social settings. This emphasises the implementation of Maslow's hierarchy in modern settings with child development.

Play is crucial in development for children as it allows them to develop their creativity and encourage deeper learning and social skills, while creating a safe environment. Circle of Life Discovery (2021) states that play is considered important as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) has established it as every child’s right. Maslow showed that social skills are one of the most valuable skills for children and is a necessity in completing self-actualisation.

Play amongst children allows for high social skills to develop as they learn to negotiate, take turns and develop emotional intelligence. Bruce’s, (n.d.) theory of play highlights that ‘play is an integral part of the learning process’. This clearly highlights play as crucial in development as it gives valuable opportunities and ‘engagement in activities that are meaningful to them’. This coincides with Maslow as it shows the important opportunities play gives children to motivate their social well-being.

Robb (2017) further shows the impact that play through the impact of neuroscience. She claims that lots of exposure to directed play experiences allows their brain to grow and imagination to be sparked, and curiosity will sustain throughout their life. Showing the dynamics play has on neuroscience and social skills further reflects Maslow’s ideology as it connects the physiological needs to social skills to eventually reach self-actualisation which is fundamental in a human’s overall development.

Children learn best when using all five senses in educational settings and play is a linear way to achieving this outcome. Ethiopia (2025) shows that ‘children use play to solve complex problems... and helps find meaning in a world that is unpredictable.’ From Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy demonstrating safety is needed for children to feel secure and have routine, play allows them to gain the need for belonging and inclusion. It also allows them to develop their problem-solving skills to be able to communicate more efficiently in the greater world as they get older.

An example of how children directly gain social skills through play is demonstrated by NHSGGC (2022), who show that through taking turn with toys, smiling and imitation, communication and following the rules lead to a high development of social skills. These skills are fundamental as, following Maslow, they maintain relationships and allow for connection to grow and are essential in building intimate bonds with peers.

Furthermore, play allows for a degree of agency, enabling children to take on an active role and ownership in their experiences (UNICEF, 2018). This is more important now than ever as a report from Save the Children (2022), show that fewer children are playing outside than before as just 27% of children play outside their homes compared to 71% of the older generations. This links with the rising action of play deprivation leading to an increase in mental health disorders amongst children. NHS (2023) showed that more than 1 in 5 children aged 8-25 had a probable mental health disorder. The correlation of lack of play amongst children and the uprise in mental health could be explained by the values of Maslow and UNICEF as the lack of social experience and intimate relationships leads to a decline in childhood development as they suffer from a lack of these basic needs in Maslow’s Hierarchy which shows a regression in core skills in early childhood.
‌In conclusion, a holistic understanding of child development highlights viewing children as a whole person in all domains of growth. Maslow’s hierarchy remains a valuable framework to demonstrate the defined tiers of development each child needs to satisfy to reach their full potential. Play is recognised as a necessity in gaining the social skills and the need for belonging and loving relationships with peers which transcends into gaining social and emotional needs through all aspects of play in educational settings. With a decline of play seen amongst children in the early 21st century it highlights the significant impact it has on mental well-being in comparison to those in older generations. Prioritising play in educational and non-educational settings allows children to have the upmost beneficial development and is essential in ensuring confidence, meaningful relationships, so they can move towards their fullest potential.
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