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[image: ]3Maslow’s second level of needs emphasizes the importance of safety and security, which are especially crucial for children as they grow and make sense of the world around them. Beyond simply having access to food and water, children require safe and stable home environments where they are protected from physical harm and supported by routines that offer predictability and comfort. They also need access to healthcare to maintain their physical well-being and prevent illness. Emotional security is just as vital, as children depend on consistent, nurturing caregivers and supportive surroundings that help them feel cared for, reassured, and free from emotional distress (Interaction Design Foundation, 2020). Schools and early years settings also contribute significantly by providing safe classrooms, clear routines, and trusted adults who help create an environment where children can focus on learning rather than worrying about their safety. When children’s safety and security needs are met, they can shift their focus away from fear, uncertainty, or anxiety and instead begin building meaningful relationships, developing confidence, and exploring new experiences. This strong foundation is essential for their progression through Maslow’s hierarchy, enabling them to form social connections, develop self-esteem, and ultimately reach their full potential (University of Reading, no date).
2
Maslow’s first level in the hierarchy of needs is physiological needs, which include essential elements such as air, food, water, shelter, clothing, and sleep. Hopper (2024) explains that physiological needs refer to the basic physical requirements necessary for survival, such as eating, drinking, and maintaining stable bodily functions. According to Maslow, these needs involve efforts to keep the body functioning at consistent levels, for example maintaining a healthy body temperature of around 98.6 degrees, which is crucial for overall physical well-being. Maslow considered physiological needs to be the most fundamental because they form the foundation upon which all other needs are built,  without these basic needs being met, an individual especially a child cannot focus on higher-level development. If a child is deprived of more than one basic need, their instinct will be to satisfy physiological needs first, as these are directly linked to survival. For instance, a hungry child will struggle to concentrate on learning or interacting with others because their primary focus becomes fulfilling their hunger. This clearly demonstrates that physiological needs must be met before a child can progress to higher stages of Maslow’s hierarchy, such as safety, love and belonging, esteem, and eventually self-actualization (Capes, 2024).
1
Maslow’s fourth level of needs highlights esteem, which is essential for children as they begin building confidence, self-worth, and a sense of identity. Esteem needs include both internal feelings, such as pride in accomplishments and belief in one’s abilities, and external recognition, such as praise, respect, and encouragement from adults and peers (Newport Editorial Team, 2024). For children, these needs are often fulfilled through success in schoolwork, positive feedback from teachers, supportive guidance from parents or caregivers, and involvement in sports, hobbies, or creative activities that help them feel competent and valued. According to Aubrey (2022), when children’s esteem needs are met, they develop resilience, motivation, and confidence to take on new challenges, which strengthens their overall growth. However, when these needs are neglected, children may struggle with self-doubt, feelings of inferiority, and a lack of belief in their abilities, which can hinder their progress toward self-actualization. Meeting esteem needs therefore lays the foundation for children to grow into capable, confident individuals who are prepared to reach their full potential.

Self-actualization, the highest level in Maslow’s hierarchy, refers to a child’s ability to reach their full potential by exploring talents, creativity, and personal growth. For children, this means having opportunities to express themselves through play, art, music, or sports, as well as being encouraged to pursue their interests and passions. It also involves developing independence, problem-solving skills, and the confidence to set and achieve personal goals (Sullivan, E, 2025) When children’s lower needs, such as safety, belonging, and esteem are met, they are free to focus on curiosity, imagination, and self-discovery. In supportive environments, children can flourish by becoming resilient, motivated, and capable of shaping their own future. Without these opportunities, however, their growth may be limited, as unmet needs can hold them back from realizing their true abilities. Meeting self-actualization needs therefore ensures that children not only survive and succeed but also thrive as unique individuals (Else,M, 2025)
5
Maslow’s third level of needs emphasizes love and belonging, which are vital for children’s emotional and social development. Beyond feeling safe, children require strong connections with family members, caregivers, and peers to build a sense of trust and acceptance. These needs are met through nurturing relationships at home, supportive friendships at school, and inclusion in wider community groups such as clubs or sports teams. When children experience love and belonging, they develop confidence, empathy, and resilience, which help them to engage positively with others and succeed in learning environments (Gould,2024). However, if these needs are not fulfilled, children may feel isolated or rejected, making it harder for them to progress to higher levels of esteem and self-actualization. Meeting love and belonging needs therefore lays the foundation for children to grow into secure, socially capable individuals.
3

Maslow’s theory says that people have different levels of needs, starting with basic ones like food and safety, and moving up to things like friendship, respect, and personal growth. He believed that people usually need to meet the lower-level needs before they can focus on the higher ones. This idea has been very important in development work, helping guide what goals to set, how to design social programs, and why economic growth is seen as a key way to improve people’s lives ( Rojas et al. 2023). The arrows and colours represent the levels of the hierarchy of needs.




Part 2 
Holistic child development refers to the interconnected growth of children across physical, cognitive, emotional, social, and language domains. Rather than viewing development as separate areas, the holistic approach emphasises that all aspects of a child’s growth influence one another and contribute to overall well-being. This perspective recognises that children learn and develop through interactions with their relationships, environments, and experiences (Keenan, Crowley & Evans, 2016). Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs provides a valuable framework for understanding how children’s basic needs must be met to support a full and balanced development (Aubrey & Riley, 2022). Maslow argued that individuals progress through a series of needs from physiological to self-actualisation, each laying the foundation for the next (Lindon & Brodie, 2016). By linking holistic development with Maslow’s model, practitioners can better understand how meeting children’s essential needs supports their emotional stability, social interaction, cognitive ability, and physical growth. This essay explores holistic child development in depth and demonstrates how Maslow’s theory can be applied to support children’s well-being, confidence, and potential.
Holistic development acknowledges that children grow across multiple areas, each influencing the others in significant ways. Physical development includes gross and fine motor skills, coordination, sensory growth, and overall biological health, forming the foundation for children’s ability to explore their environment and participate in daily activities. Cognitive development encompasses thinking, memory, problem-solving, concentration, and understanding the world around them, allowing children to make sense of experiences and build knowledge (McIlroy, 2024). Emotional development involves recognising, expressing, and managing feelings, helping children develop resilience, empathy, and secure attachments. Social development focuses on forming relationships, cooperating with others, developing social norms, and building confidence in group interactions. Language development supports communication, vocabulary growth, expressive and receptive skills, and underpins later academic progress (Anderson, 2024). Creative development is also essential, as it encourages imagination, experimentation, critical thinking, and self-expression through music, art, movement, and role play. These developmental areas function together rather than separately; for example, emotionally secure children often show stronger cognitive engagement, better communication, and greater willingness to participate socially. Similarly, physical development influences cognitive processes, as active play supports brain growth and problem-solving skills. Because development occurs across these interlinked systems, children require nurturing, stimulating, and supportive environments that meet all their needs (Benden, 2019).
Maslow’s hierarchy consists of five levels: physiological needs, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. He proposed that lower-level needs must be met before individuals can focus on higher-level development, meaning that basic requirements create the foundation for all other growth. In early childhood, this suggests that children require security, stability, consistent routines, adequate nutrition, and emotional warmth before they can fully engage in meaningful learning experiences, form positive social relationships, or develop creative and problem-solving skills (Rojas et al., 2023). According to Care Learning (2024), when applied to holistic development, Maslow’s model supports the view that every developmental domain physical, emotional, social, and cognitive is interconnected and influenced by the fulfilment of fundamental needs. If these core needs are not met, children may struggle with concentration, emotional regulation, confidence, and social interaction, demonstrating how inadequate care can have a broad and long-lasting impact on overall development.
Safety and security form the second level of Maslow’s hierarchy and are equally crucial in early childhood. Young children require predictable routines, stable environments, and adults who respond consistently to their needs. Research on attachment supports this, with Bowlby (1988) emphasising that secure, responsive caregiving provides children with a secure base from which they feel safe to explore their surroundings. When safety needs are met, children feel protected and confident to investigate their environment, which supports emotional development by enabling them to form trusting relationships and build resilience. Ainsworth et al. (1978) also found that children who experience consistent and sensitive caregiving are more likely to engage in exploration and problem-solving, demonstrating how security directly contributes to cognitive development. In contrast, children who experience instability, fear, or inconsistent caregiving may exhibit anxiety, withdrawn behaviour, or difficulty engaging in learning experiences, again demonstrating the interconnected nature of development.
Maslow’s third level, love and belonging, relates directly to attachment, relationships, and social inclusion. The Mental Health Foundation (2016) suggests that in early childhood, strong bonds with caregivers are essential for emotional security and social development. Warm, nurturing relationships promote children’s self-esteem, support their communication skills, and help them learn to interact positively with peers. According to McKibbin (2018), these connections also influence language development, as conversation, shared attention, and responsive communication are key to learning vocabulary and expressive skills. When children feel emotionally supported and have a strong sense of belonging, they are far more likely to engage confidently with new experiences and develop positive social behaviours.
Esteem needs are the fourth level of Maslow’s hierarchy and relate to children’s sense of competence, confidence, and self-worth. Opportunities to succeed, make choices, and receive encouragement contribute to healthy self-esteem. When practitioners provide meaningful praise, age-appropriate challenges, and opportunities for independence, children develop motivation and a belief in their capabilities (Queen Margaret University, 2023). This, in practice, enhances cognitive learning, perseverance, and problem-solving. On the other hand, environments that limit children’s autonomy or provide predominantly negative feedback may hinder emotional and social development, demonstrating again how unmet needs affect multiple developmental domains.
At the top of Maslow’s hierarchy is self-actualisation which is the fulfilment of personal potential. In early childhood, this can be seen when children are given the freedom to be creative, curious, and imaginative. Environments that encourage exploration, play, and creative expression allow children to develop their individuality and interests (Sullivan, 2025). Self-actualisation links closely with cognitive and creative development, as it involves higher-level thinking, innovation, and independence (Komninos, 2020). However, a child will not easily reach this level of development if lower needs such as safety, love, or esteem are not consistently met.
Holistic child development recognises that children grow across multiple, interconnected domains, each influencing the others in powerful ways. By applying Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, practitioners gain a deeper understanding of how fulfilling children’s basic physiological, emotional, and psychological needs creates the foundation for meaningful learning, secure relationships, and long-term well-being. When children experience safety, love, and opportunities to build competence, they are better positioned to engage creatively, think critically, and achieve their full potential. Ultimately, integrating holistic development with Maslow’s theoretical framework ensures that practice in early childhood education is responsive, child-centred, and grounded in a comprehensive understanding of what children need to thrive.





Part 3 
Holistic child development recognises that children grow across different areas which are physical, emotional, social, and cognitive and that progress in one area can strongly influence another. For children with severe additional learning needs (ALN), these connections can be even more significant because their development is shaped by high levels of dependency, sensory differences, communication barriers, and medical complexities (Richards et al, 2023). To support these children effectively, practitioners must understand how their basic needs, emotional security, self-esteem, and opportunities for independence interact. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs provides a practical framework for interpreting these relationships and identifying what children require to develop to their full potential(Rojas et al,2023). This essay uses three examples from my own Early Years practice with children who have severe ALN and I am using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to explore how these experiences highlight the significance of Maslow’s theory in understanding child development. Gibbs reflective cycle has 6 stages to reflect (University of Hull, 2024).
Using Gibbs’ cycle, I reflected on my experience supporting a child with complex medical needs who required tube feeding, seizure monitoring and regular repositioning. At first, I felt anxious about the responsibility and worried the medical routines would limit learning opportunities, but I later realised these routines were essential foundations for learning. Evaluating the situation made it clear that when his physiological and safety needs were met, consistent feeding, comfort, and calm surroundings he was noticeably more alert and engaged in sensory exploration; when these needs were not met, his ability to interact or concentrate decreased sharply. Analysing this experience through Maslow highlighted that children with severe ALN rely completely on adults to meet even the most basic needs, making consistency, accuracy and sensitivity crucial (Anglesey, no date). I concluded that medical care is not separate from development but central to it, and planned to continue strengthening my medical competence, collaborate closely with health professionals, and integrate learning opportunities around his care routines to ensure comfort and engagement go hand in hand.
Reflecting through Gibbs, I considered my work with a non-verbal child who initially avoided adults, struggled with transitions and became distressed easily. I felt uncertain at first and questioned whether he would ever feel safe enough to engage, but gradual progress such as approaching me, allowing shared play, and smiling which boosted my confidence while working with them. Evaluation showed that once emotional security began to grow, the child became more willing to explore group sessions, use communication gestures and communication boards and tolerate new environments. I believe allowing the child space and giving them time to come to me helped as I did not put pressure on. Analysing the experience confirmed Maslow’s notion that belonging is essential for developmental progress and without trust and emotional safety, the child could not engage socially or cognitively, especially given his communication difficulties and sensory sensitivities (Le Menestrel et al, 2025, p.150). I concluded that relationships must be built slowly and consistently to meet the belonging needs of children with severe ALN, and my action plan focuses on continuing intensive interaction strategies, maintaining predictable routines, and working closely with families to support secure attachments across home and school (Hutchinson and bodicot, 2015, P.443).
Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, I reflected on my experience supporting a child with severe autism who had no spoken language and often displayed frustration because he was unable to communicate his needs. I initially felt unsure about how to reduce his distress and anxious that I might not understand what he was trying to express. After working closely with the speech and language therapist, I introduced a personalised communication book with large, tactile symbols and began modelling how to use it during daily routines. Evaluation showed that after a few weeks, the child began independently pointing to symbols such as “nappy” “stop,” and “more,” which significantly reduced his meltdowns and increased his engagement during activities. Analysing this experience through Maslow’s framework demonstrated how supporting communication meets esteem needs, as the child gained confidence and a sense of competence when he could successfully express himself; it also supported belonging, because he began to interact more positively with peers and adults once he felt understood (Mirenda, 2017). I concluded that providing accessible communication tools is essential for the emotional well-being and development of children with severe ALN, and my action plan is to develop more personalised communication resources, work closely with therapists, and ensure consistent modelling of symbols throughout the day to support and reduce frustration.
Reflecting on these three examples highlights the significance of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in understanding and supporting the development of children with severe additional learning needs. The first example demonstrated that meeting physiological and safety needs is foundational, as children cannot engage in learning or social interaction if they are uncomfortable or unwell. The second example showed that emotional security and belonging are essential for children to explore, communicate, and build relationships, particularly for those with limited verbal skills or sensory sensitivities. The third example illustrated that promoting esteem and self-actualisation, even in children with complex communication needs or physical disabilities, enables confidence  and meaningful engagement with their environment. Together, these examples demonstrate that holistic child development requires attention to all interconnected areas such as physical, emotional, cognitive, social and language development. Meeting basic and psychological needs is central to enabling children to reach their potential and if the child is not receiving one level of needs then they are most likely not able to progress in their development. Applying Maslow’s framework in practice helps practitioners recognise and respond to the individual needs of children with severe ALN, ensuring that care, communication, and learning opportunities are fully integrated to support well-being, growth, and development.
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