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Describing an individual’s need to be faithful to themselves and reaching their truest potential, Maslow (1987 p.22) suggests that self-actualisation needs are unique and expressed differently from person to person. As the last category of Maslow’s hierarchy, many would assume that these needs apply exclusively to adults. However, Capes (2024) describes the role it may play in education, suggesting that children have the potential to fulfil their self-actualisation needs if provided with an environment that encourages creativity and curiosity, and peers who support their interests. Elaborating on this, Aubrey and Riley (2017, pp.14-15) discuss the important role that educational practitioners play in assisting children and students to reach self-actualisation, stating that educators must aim to create a positive learning experience with individual goals to provide students with a sense of accomplishment. Self-actualisation relies heavily on the other categories of Maslow’s hierarchy, but ultimately promotes Maslow’s theory as a whole.


SELF-ACTUALISATION
The Hierarchy of Needs was first proposed in Abraham Maslow’s 1943 essay ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’ (Foley, 2021). It was within this essay that Maslow outlined the importance of researching an individual’s motivations from a holistic standpoint, incorporating both the physiological and the psychological factors, and embracing the complicated nature of human beings – all without excluding clinical data to maintain a scientific basis that is often absent from humanistic psychology (Green, 2000 pp.370-372). This hierarchy composed of five distinct categories of motives, or needs; physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and finally, self-actualisation (Rojas et al., 2023 p.1).





Maslow (1987 p.21) separates the esteem needs into two distinct classifications; the first being the need for confidence, achievement, and independence, and the second the need for dominance, reputation, and appreciation. The Department of Education (2025) suggests that allowing and encouraging a child to explore their environment independently inspires self-confidence and provides a child with the motivation to learn and, in turn, achieve. Similarly, praise and rewards, such as toys and activities or experiences that a child enjoys, can be used to promote good behaviour and improve a child’s self-esteem (CDC, 2024b). Ultimately, the often understated but crucial role of self-esteem plays a vital position in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.


ESTEEM



A less scientific category of needs, Maslow (1987 p.20) describes the love need as one encapsulating the exchange of affection, and the belonging need as the ‘deep importance of the neighbourhood, of one’s territory, of one’s clan’. The Welsh Government (2025) discusses the role of affection in a child’s development, suggesting that physical affection provides a child with neurotransmitters that are vital for a child’s brain development. Dopamine and oxytocin, for example, are described by UNICEF (2025) as promoting a child’s social and emotional awareness, in addition to potentially boosting creativity and curiosity. Similarly, the National Children’s Bureau (2024) describes the crucial role that a sense of belonging can play in an individual’s social development and academic or professional success, with a compassionate and secure environment fostering a child’s confidence and promoting ambition and positive mental health. It is clear to see the importance of Maslow’s love and belonging needs, and the role that they play in development.


LOVE AND BELONGING




To conclude, it is clear that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs continues to hold relevance today. It can be applied to all stages of an individual’s life – from birth to late adulthood, and provides a sound framework for understanding why people may behave as they do. Moreover, utilised by the government, child psychologists, and various parties within the educational sector, it acts as a vital aid in understanding child development from a holistic perspective.
From explaining physiological needs to those of self-actualisation, Maslow creates an endlessly useful and idiographic theory that draws from both the nature and nurture perspectives to provide a comprehensive explanation of human behaviour.




Maslow (1987, pp.18-19) suggests that an individual’s safety needs are determined by their values and perception of the world around them, and include concepts such as; stability, freedom from anxieties, order, and limits. The ICCC (2024) describes the vital role that limits play in children’s development, as an absence of consequences and boundaries can result in power imbalances and behavioural difficulties. Writing for the Children’s Commissioner, Barnes (2018) suggests that a consistent and stable environment allows children to ‘flourish’ and ‘feel safe and ready to succeed’. On this note, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) that surround a young child with insecurity, can result in a risk of delayed physical and emotional development, in addition to the potentially heightened risk of viral infections such as pneumonia (Webster, 2022 and ACEs Aware, 2025). From this information it can be concluded that Maslow’s Hierarchy continues to hold relevance, providing essential insight into the importance of that which many take for granted – safety.



SAFETY

   

According to Maslow (1987 pp.15-17) an individual’s most basal needs, physiological needs such as the need for sleep and food, are diverse and cannot be summarised in a single defining list. Varying between individuals, it is suggested that these needs can be encapsulated in a single word – ‘hunger’. In children and infants these physiological needs are especially crucial for healthy development. Rapid eye movement (REM) sleep for example, is vital for healthy cortical plasticity (Dumoulin Bridi et al., 2015 cited in Alrousan et al. 2022) and in turn synaptogenesis and cognitive development, allowing young children to acquire motor and language skills (St Martin’s Preparatory School, 2025). Similarly, food and proper nutrition provide young children with all the vitamins and minerals necessary for healthy growth and homeostasis (CDC, 2024a). Therefore, ensuring that these physiological needs are met is crucial, and promotes the continued relevance of Maslow’s theories.
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Component 2 
This essay aims to discuss and answer the prompt; To what extent does Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs support holistic childhood development, and how significant of a role does the model play? In order to do so, the nature of a holistic approach to childhood development will first be defined and evaluated, exploring the many factors that impact a child’s development. This process will then be repeated, albeit centred upon Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.
The Cambridge Dictionary (2025), defines holistic as ‘dealing with or treating the whole of something or someone and not just a part’. In the context of child development and education, Queen Margeret University (2023) describes a holistic approach as playing a ‘pivotal role’ during early childhood, and comprising of three central areas of development; physical, psychological, and social. Similarly, UNICEF (n.d.) approaches the concept of holistic child development from the perspective of providing children with a healthy foundation for growth and maturation; for example through adequate nutrition and ‘responsive caregiving’ centred around the exchange of affection and communication.
However, is this holistic approach to child development beneficial or damaging?
Foundation Education (2023) describes a holistic approach to child development as one that highlights the importance of a child’s mental and emotional health. Rani et al. (2023, pp.2176-2179) supports this perspective, suggesting that an educational system that encourages children to explore and develop personally will allow them to navigate their environment in a healthy manner. Similarly, a child with positive emotional and mental health is more likely to achieve academically, in addition to developing improved interpersonal and coping skills. In contrast, Amir-Behghadami et al. (2025, pp.2-3) calls attention to a cultural perspective, discussing the Iranian education system and the absence of a holistic view of children’s development. This article states that, in addition to a lack of governmental legislation supporting the country’s health and educational framework, inadequate funding prevents programmes supporting early childhood development from being successfully implemented. These limitations are not confined to Iran and surrounding areas, such as Egypt (Human Rights Watch, 2025) but also to countries within sub-Saharan Africa (Geneva Global Hub for Education in Emergencies, 2025) and South Asia (Education International, 2023). To summarise, the benefits of a holistic approach to child development are unmistakable and beyond doubt, however cultural and financial factors create an outstanding obstacle for numerous countries.
A theoretical model commonly associated with a holistic approach to human development is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Describing the model, Rojas et al. (2023, p.1) highlight the manner in which Maslow categorises an individual’s needs; grouping them into the classifications of physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation needs. These holistic categories are often displayed in a ‘cognitively contagious’ (Kenrick et al., 2010, p.1) pyramid icon, with physiological needs at the base and self-actualisation needs at the summit. Providing a flexible framework for numerous applications, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs can be implemented in a professional context, utilised by employers to motivate employees and improve performance (BBC Bitesize, 2025). However, Berg (2023) offers an opposing perspective, suggesting that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is too linear and the hierarchies themselves too ambiguous in nature. Too linear, Kenrick et al. (2010, pp.3-11) argues, describing the classifications as more disordered than the pyramid imagery would suggest, with multiple needs being fulfilled or dissatisfied at once as opposed to being more logical and sequential. Similarly, Maslow himself cannot clearly define the categories of physiological needs and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1987, pp.15-16 and p.22), leaving descriptions vague and ultimately decided by an individual’s interpretation of his work.
With this in mind, to what extent does Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs support holistic childhood development, and how significant of a role does the model play?
As previously mentioned, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs takes a holistic approach to human development, and can be applied to a wide array of contexts and situations. With the base of Maslow’s hierarchy centred upon physiological needs, Brodie (2018, pp.58-69) describes the importance of physical development, stating that physical activity encourages curiosity and discovery as children develop their cognitive and motor skills. Ainsworth et al. (2015, cited in NSPCC, 2021) describe curiosity as a personality and behavioural trait that stems from a secure attachment with caregivers and suggests an individual feels a sense of stability, which in turn fulfils Maslow’s safety category. Satisfying their physiological needs with the sleep and nutrients necessary to support physical development, and their safety needs with positive relationships. Wang (2022, pp.5-6) describes the way in which a child may improve their social and emotional awareness, reacting in a more positive manner to new people and overall displaying greater mental well-being, through play and interactions with peers and caregivers alike. In doing so a child may fulfil their esteem and belonging needs. To summarise, it can be concluded that by simply following the basal concepts of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, children can develop positive social, physical, and emotional skills that will prove invaluable as they mature into adolescents and beyond. Similarly, one might also conclude that Maslow’s model connects numerous areas of development to create a roadmap that parents and caregivers alike may utilise to understand and encourage childhood development from a holistic standpoint.
In contrast, as mentioned above, Maslow’s model is not without limitations. In addition to a cultural bias, economic factors, and ambiguity, the Hierarchy of Needs only accounts for a fraction of factors which may motivate an individual to behave in a certain manner (BiteSize Learning, n.d.). Similarly, it should be noted that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs neglects environmental factors. Antony (2022, pp.245-246) discusses Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory, which, whilst interactionist in nature, focuses primarily upon external factors and how they impact development as opposed to internal needs – as is part of Maslow’s interactionist focus. In this regard, it may be argued that neither approach is wholly holistic in nature, as both neglect or underestimate certain internal and external factors in favour of calling others to the foreground.
To conclude, in answering the prompt regarding the significance of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in supporting a holistic approach to childhood development, it can be determined that the model is certainly a significant aid in reinforcing an educator or caregiver’s ability to understand a child’s needs. However, the model is not without fault, and can be considered most effective when employed in tandem with other frameworks, such as Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, as was discussed above.
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Component 3
Component three comprises of three reflections, utilising Gibbs’ model (Gibbs, 1998, p.49-50).
Within the Sunday school I teach we have recently transitioned to a new curriculum and teaching style, one that follows a more structured framework akin to that of a classroom. This transition has unsettled some of the boys in the class, and as a result they now behave in a more disruptive manner. On one occasion, the first time I taught with this new structure, I found myself struggling to manage these boys. My teaching assistants who I am, as the lead teacher, responsible for were of great help when I spoke to them and formulated an action plan to help us manage the behaviour of these boys. Struggling to teach in line with the new lesson structure, I found myself feeling stressed and overstimulated by the children’s uncharacteristic and chaotic misbehaviour. Once I had worked with my teaching assistants to form an action plan however, I found myself feeling a lot calmer and more ‘in control’. 
I found that this experience was good, in that it allowed me to build my experience and develop my abilities to work with and understand ‘difficult’ children, in addition to improving my overall patience and leadership skills.
MelPeirce Parent Coaching (2023), suggests that children who struggle with new situations and people, or perhaps sudden transitions, may react to these unfamiliar experiences by behaving ‘irrationally’. It is stated that children who react to new situations in this ‘difficult’ manner may find regulating their emotions difficult, and as such react with outbursts and objectively poor behaviour. Maslow (1987, pp.18-19) describes the vital role that stability and consistency play in human development. By Maslow’s definition, people confronted by an absence of security and stability, may struggle with inadequate self-esteem, an inability to build meaningful connections with peers, and a lack of motivation.
I feel from this experience that I can conclude that whilst this situation was initially stressful, I am grateful to have been confronted by my impatience and presented with the invaluable opportunity to grow and correct it. Next time, I will use what I have learned to manage my stress levels and take control of the situation. I will also do what I can to make the transition process easier to embrace and understand.
In my free time I babysit two young sisters, one is an infant and the other a toddler. I routinely paint with and provide creative activities for the eldest of the two, in addition to teaching her about a variety of subjects -most recently the weather- as she is a curious and intelligent young girl. I enjoy the evenings I spend babysitting these two girls, and find myself feeling calm and content despite their energetic personalities. When I am with them my thoughts often turn towards my aspirations for the future, of teaching children and utilising creative activities to do so. Similarly, as an individual who finds themselves mesmerised by a wide variety of subjects, the opportunity to teach the eldest of the two sisters is a privilege and a pleasure that I find myself anticipating with excitement.
I feel that I can draw no negative conclusions in evaluating this experience, as I may use it to educate myself on observing milestones such as confident pen grip and both written and verbal language understanding. I can also use these experiences to improve my understanding of infants and their behaviours, in addition to the many ways in which an infant might interact with their environment and caregivers.
Jacob (2019) suggests that children who often interact with the arts and enjoy creative hobbies are more likely to have higher levels of self-esteem than children who do not. Supporting this, Maslow (1987, p.21) describes the way in which an individual is more likely to find motivation to partake in creative hobbies if they have strong interpersonal relationships and high self-esteem. Within this example of the two sisters I babysit, it is clear to see that the eldest has had all her basal needs fulfilled, and so is now seeking to satisfy her self-actualisation needs. 
From these experiences I can conclude that my passion for creative activities is one that proves beneficial for self-esteem and so I will aim to use it more extensively in other areas of my life, such as within the Sunday school that I teach, and when I am tutoring my youngest siblings. I can also deduce the importance of truly engaging children to ensure their continued attention to a lesson or activity, and the difference that doing so can make in the context of their own experiences. In the future I will continue utilising the arts to improve the quality of my lessons, in addition to making a greater effort to ensure that all children in my classes are engaged and enjoying themselves. I aspire to have them all feel recognised and supported.
On Sundays I also assist in teaching a creche for children aged 0-4. The children are usually well behaved; however on one occasion I found myself responsible for two little girls who kept arguing over a doll. I eventually resolved the argument by distracting the two girls with other toys. Whilst I maintained control of the situation, and the girls eventually came to an agreement regarding who played with what, I found myself feeling stressed and on occasion overstimulated by their volume and pitch. This unfortunately made me speak with more shortness than was perhaps necessary in this situation.
I found this experience beneficial in that it has taught me the value of distraction and communication when helping infants and toddlers recover from disagreements. However, this experience also left me with a headache, and from it I have confirmed my understanding that children, much like adults, will argue over the most pointless – and oftentimes ridiculous – of subjects.
WECHope (2025) describe distraction as a crucial tool in resolving tension between children, and promotes the use of toys to do so. Within this context, Maslow’s (1987, p.21) esteem needs are highlighted, as the distraction methods acknowledge both of the children involved and gave them a sense of being appreciated.
From this situation I conclude that I must work on controlling my temper when I’m overstimulated, I must also develop my communication and conflict resolution skills with young children in the hopes of preventing such instances as the aforementioned argument from repeating themselves. Should this happen again in the future, I will approach it with more self-control and calmness, and a grounded understanding that young children respond more positively to distraction and firm but gentle communication than a short tone. 
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