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The Holistic Child 
The term “holistic” as defined by the Cambridge University Press (n.d), refers to “dealing with or treating the whole of something or someone and not just a part.” Within child development, this means that a child cannot be fully understood by examining any single area in isolation. Theorists such as Maslow emphasise the importance of viewing the child as a whole, recognising that emotional, physical, cognitive, and social aspects of development are connected. This essay will explore the concept of the holistic child and examine how Maslow and other key theorists contribute to our understanding of the whole child.  
The concept of the ‘holistic child’ refers to an approach that considers the many aspects of a person. This will include physical, emotional and cognitive development. Early Years Coalition (2021) state that each child should be recognised as a unique individual who grows and learns in many interconnected ways. Understanding that children can develop resilience, confidence, capability, and self-assurance supports a holistic view of their development, valuing their emotional, social, cognitive, and physical needs as equally important. 
Maslow created a hierarchy that explores the needs of a human and claims that each level would need to be met before an individual could progress the next. Maslow (1943) emphasises that physiological needs take priority over all others, suggesting that children who do not have their basic necessities met will naturally focus on these needs first, potentially limiting their ability to learning and development. Maslow’s model supports a holistic approach, focusing on, health, safety, love, esteem and self-actualisation, considering the whole person, not merely focussing on academic ability.  
Vygotsky's view aligns closely with Maslow, with Vygotsky (Bodrova & Leong, 2007) considering the close relationship between learning and development and highlighting the complex nature of teaching. He claimed each child develops socially, emotionally, cognitively, and physically at their own pace, making it impossible to apply a single teaching method and expect identical outcomes. Individual differences mean that children arrive with a variety of experiences, needs, and levels of readiness, so educators must adapt their approaches rather than teach prescriptively: thus, considering the child as a whole and supporting every aspect of their development. This is further embedded through Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development” (Bodrova & Leong, 2007, p.40). This term is used to describe a range of tasks a child can do with help, but not independently. This demonstrates that a holistic child learns most effectively when they receive guidance that is tailored to their developmental level, supporting not only cognitive growth but also social and emotional. Together, these ideas complement Maslow’s view that children’s higher-level learning and development can only be supported effectively when their foundational needs are met, reinforcing the importance of understanding the child as a whole. 
Friedrich Froebel was another theorist whose principles reflect the concept of the holistic child. Tovey (2017), a respected author on Froebelian practice, explains that the Froebelian approach begins with careful observation. Early observation underpins this approach, enabling practitioners to tune into the child’s interests, feelings, and needs. Froebel’s principle of ‘unity and connectedness’ further reinforce this view. The Froebel Trust emphasises this by stating that “children are whole beings whose thoughts, feelings and actions are interrelated. Young children learn in a holistic way and learning should never be compartmentalised, for everything links” (Froebel Trust, 2020, p.6). Tovey (2017, p.112) goes on to note, “to truly understand a child, they must be viewed in the context of the whole child,” acknowledging the interconnected nature of their emotional, social, cognitive, and physical development. Through this practice, supporting adults are encouraged to meet each child where they are and to plan experiences that respond to the unique and individual needs of every learner.  
This holistic, child-centred view aligns with Maslow’s emphasis on meeting children’s foundational needs before learning can progress, Vygotsky’s belief that development is supported through responsive, bespoke support within the child’s unique zone of proximal development and Frobel’s beliefs that all aspects of development are linked. These shared principles highlight the importance of the holistic child concept.  
There are some similarities between Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and the Curriculum for Wales, one being their shared focus on supporting children’s well-being; however, this comparison also highlights important limitations in Maslow’s model. Welsh Government (2025) introduce the five developmental pathways. These pathways demonstrate a far more flexible approach, recognising that children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development develop across multiple areas simultaneously rather than in a fixed order. In contrast, Maslow’s rigid hierarchy risks simplifying how complex child development is, implying that certain needs must be fully satisfied before others can be addressed. Maslow (1943, p.395) explains that “when a need is fairly well satisfied, the next prepotent (‘higher’) need emerges”. On the other hand, The Curriculum for Wales offers a more detailed framework for supporting the holistic child in practice, embedding well-being and learning across all areas. In summary, The Welsh Curriculum offer a more flexible approach than that of Maslow. As the Welsh Government (p.24) states,  
These developmental pathways are child-centred and are interdependent, having equal value in supporting overall development and progress. They focus on what is important for the child and link closely to the key principles of child development Welsh Government (2025).  
 
Current practice in schools increasingly recognises the importance of a holistic approach when supporting children, particularly those who have experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Estyn (2020, p.12) emphasises this. 
Schools that best support vulnerable pupils, including those with ACEs, place the wellbeing of every child at the forefront of their work. In these schools, there is a strong focus on providing a safe and nurturing environment where all pupils and staff feel happy. 
This focus on wellbeing and safety aligns closely with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which suggests that children must have their basic emotional and physiological needs met before they are ready to learn effectively. By prioritising a nurturing, secure environment and addressing the whole child, not just their academic attainment, schools demonstrate a holistic approach to care that is essential for supporting pupils with ACEs. 
In summary, a holistic approach is essential for understanding and supporting the whole child. Theories from Maslow, Vygotsky, and Froebel, alongside more recent frameworks such as Curriculum for Wales and Estyn guidance, all highlight the interconnected nature of emotional, social, cognitive, and physical development. By addressing children’s foundational needs and providing tailored support, practitioners can create environments in which every child has the best chance to thrive. Holistic practice is therefore not just a concept but a practical necessity for effective early childhood education. 
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Case study one 
[bookmark: _Int_2g4d9Bd2]A child joined the setting after having had his contract terminated at two previous provisions due to behavioural difficulties. When D began, it quickly became evident that he struggled to manage his emotions, often leading to violent outbursts. Following initial observations and discussions with his parents, it became clear that D had experienced a sense of rejection within his earlier settings, which had contributed to a lack of trust in adults and challenges in forming secure attachments. Bowlby (1992) suggests that early relational experiences of this kind can shape how a child regulates emotions and engages in relationships, increasing the likelihood of aggressive responses. The parents had also recently spilt up, creating another contributing attachment factor. 
These behaviours closely align with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, particularly the need for belonging and love. According to Maslow (1943), a child cannot successfully progress to higher levels of emotional or development unless they feel safe and valued within their environment. D’s unmet need for belonging appeared to act as a barrier to his ability to regulate and establish positive relationships.  
[bookmark: _Int_cbLTRkQV]To address these concerns, establishing the nursery as a secure base for D was a priority. Discussing the concept of safety, Maslow (1943, p.378) highlights that “another indication of the child's need for safety is his preference for some kind of undisrupted routine or rhythm. He seems to want a predictable, orderly world.” With this in mind, a consistent key person approach was implemented to ensure that D had a trusted adult who acted as his primary point of contact. This practitioner provided structure and emotional security by introducing strategies such as a visual timetable, regular well-being check-ins, and opportunities to engage in sensory circuits to support emotional regulation. A calm, safe space was also created for D to access whenever he felt overwhelmed or found it difficult to manage his emotions. These strategies aimed to reduce anxiety, promote trust, and support the development of D’s self-regulation skills. 
These approaches proved effective. Over time, progress was observed in D’s social and emotional development, his outbursts reduced, he began forming positive relationships, and he increasingly engaged with learning opportunities. This highlights the importance of creating a secure, nurturing environment in which emotional needs are priority. Meeting such needs can enhance self-esteem, another requirement discussed by Maslow (1943) by fostering confidence and a sense of value. In contrast, when these needs remain unmet, individuals may experience feelings of helplessness. 
 
 
Case study two 
When T joined the nursery, the transition from home to school proved challenging. He displayed distress during drop-off, crying, screaming, and banging on the nursery door. T presented with significant speech and language delays, which impacted his ability to express his needs and feelings. He appeared aware of these difficulties, which negatively impacted his self-esteem and made separation from his parents particularly difficult. 
To support T’s transition, and drawing on Maslow’s (1943) theory, priority was given to addressing his physiological and safety needs, the basic levels of the hierarchy. Staff ensured that T was greeted by a familiar adult each morning, providing a predictable routine aimed at fostering a sense of security. A quiet, calming space was also prepared for him upon arrival, which reduced sensory overwhelm and gave him time to regulate his emotions. 
Acknowledging that T’s speech and language delay affected his confidence, emphasis was placed on nurturing his needs for belonging and self-esteem. Huxel (2013) highlights the teacher’s role in creating Montessori’s ‘prepared environment,’ which was deemed essential to ensuring the classroom encouraged curiosity, was language-rich, and offered natural opportunities for communication. To support T’s communication, staff used visual timetables, simple language, and Makaton signing to help understanding. Small group activities were introduced to promote cooperative play with peers. Practitioners celebrated T’s efforts to build his confidence and sense of achievement. Maslow’s discussion on self-esteem highlights that all individuals, including children, have a need to feel good about themselves and to be respected by others. Collaboration with T’s parents was maintained to strengthen the home–school connection, with daily communication regarding his progress. This contributed to T’s growing sense of security during transitions, as he increasingly understood nursery as part of his trusted support network.  
These strategies helped T to become, as described by the Welsh Government (2022, p.4) “a healthy confident individual, who faces and overcomes challenge”.  
 
Case study three 
When L joined the setting, it was clear that the family were experiencing significant financial issues. L was often absent from school, particularly on days that involved bringing money, such as non-school-uniform days. Despite repeated attempts by staff to engage with L’s parents, they remained reluctant to communicate, which made it difficult to offer support. 
It became clear that a new approach was needed. Instead of inviting the parents to formal meetings, we asked them to volunteer on a school trip. This provided a relaxed environment where they could participate without feeling pressured. Having L present helped the parents feel more at ease and created a more natural starting point for conversation. 
This approach aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. Bronfenbrenner (1979) highlights the many environments that influence a child’s development. In particular, the mesosystem, the connections between key people in a child’s life, played a crucial role. Strengthening the relationship between home and school was essential for supporting L effectively. 
Giving the parents responsibility during the trip helped build trust and gradually broke down barriers between them and staff. Over time, they became more confident in discussing any difficulties they were facing. This improved relationship allowed the school to signpost the family to financial support and provide regular food parcels, helping to meet their fundamental physiological needs, as outlined by Maslow (1943). It also ensured that the parents had a voice and meaningful input, helping them feel seen and respected, an important principle reflected in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) particularly Article 18, that emphasises shared parental responsibility and the duty of governments to provide appropriate support services to help parents act in the best interests of their children. This small adjustment in approach not only empowered L’s parents but also created a long-term positive impact on the whole family.  
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Maslow’s

| of the other needs a

filled person may still neve

H i e ra rc hy achieve self-actualisation
Esteem
Of N ee d s atisfaction of the self-esteem need leads

feelings of self-confidence, worth, strength,

capability and adequacy of being useful and

necessary in the world” (Maslow, 1943, p.
382).

Love and belonging
According to Stoyanov (2017, p. 42), Maslow believed “Love is
an important need. If a person feels loved, they are better able

to play a productive role in society.”

Physiological needs

aslow (1943) suggests that when safety is threatened, it becomes the dominant concern in
a person’s life, overshadowing all other needs. Even when physiological needs such on
finding safety and stability above everything as food and water are met, individuals in a

constant state of danger or insecurity tend to focus almost entirely on nothing else.

Safety needs

doubtedly these physiological needs are the most pre-potent of all needs. What this means specifically is that
the human being who is missing everything in life in an extreme fashion, it is most likely that the major
motivation would be the physiological needs rather than any others. A person who is lacking food, safety, love,

and esteem would most probably hunger for food more strongly than for anything else (Maslow, 1943, p. 373).

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a well known model often applied in the Early Years sector. It outlines five levels of needs, starting from the most
basic and becoming increasingly more complex as a person moves up the hierarchy. According to Maslow, individuals must meet their lower level,

such as physical and safety requirements before progressing to higher levels of psychological and self-fulfilment needs.

As noted by Stoyanov (2017), Maslow proposed that the next level in the hierarchy of needs involves the desire for
respect from others, self-esteem, and the ability to show respect to others. He divides esteem into two types; the first
includes the need for strength, achievement and confidence. The second relates to the need for reputation and

recognition.

When both physiological and safety needs are satisfied, Maslow (1948,) introduces the need for love, affection, and
belonging. At this stage, motivation shifts to focus on social and emotional needs. A person will become aware of the
absence of close relationships, such as friends, a partner, or family and will feel the need to make connections with others.
This can include seeking acceptance and a sense of belonging within a group. Furthermore, Maslow goes on to suggest

that an individual will show motivation while pursuing this goal.

Another important psychological need identified by Maslow is safety. Having a secure home, feeling safe from harm, and
experiencing a predictable environment helps individuals to maintain their health, perform effectively at work, and establish
structure in their daily lives. A safe and orderly world provides a sense of stability, which allows people to then focus on
higher-level needs. This sense of safety can take various forms, such as physical security, financial stability, access to healthcare,

and protection from danger.

Maslow describes physiological needs as being the most fundamental requirements for human survival,. They
encompass essentials such as food, water, and other substances necessary for maintaining physical health. The human
body depends on these resources to sustain life and energy. According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, these basic
physiological demands form the foundation of all human motivation. He suggests an individual’s primary instinct is to

seek out food and water in order to survive. At this point, other concerns are of little importance.





Maslow and Montessori

Both Maslow and Montessori share a number of key features, with Weinberg (2012), explores how Montessori’s "Education must not be

understood in the sense of

teaching approach closely mirrors Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. By emphasising a “prepared environment,”

Montessori addresses children’s basic physiological, safety, social, and esteem needs, these being the foundational teaching, but of assisting the

. 9 . . 3 . i}
tiers of Maslow’s model. Montessori focuses on caring for the ‘whole child’, an approach that supports mental psychological development of

the child*

well-being and helps children move toward self-actualization, the highest level in Maslow’s hierarchy. Both

approaches aim to create happy, healthy individuals who can reach their full potential.

(Montessori, 1965, as cited in

Weinberg, 2020, p.1).

Application in the Early Years

An example of how Maslow’s model continues to influence twenty-first century teaching can be seen in the
Curriculum for Non Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022), particularly within the guidance on
effective inclusive environments, which emphasises children’s sense of belonging and wellbeing. It also emphasises the
importance of fostering secure, trusting relationships between adults and children, and encourages establishing strong

connections between home and the setting. Such relationships help to promote children’s emotional security,

wellbeing, and sense of belonging (Welsh Government, 2022), an important factor in Maslow’s model.

Harlow (1958) argues that beyond
satisfying hunger, humans have an
innate need for “primary object-
clinging,” meaning early emotional

and physical closeness with a
caregiver, as shown in his experiment
with infant monkeys who consistently

chose comfort over food. This

implies that love and attachment may

be just as essential as food.

”Implementing inclusive
practice within our
pedagogical approach can
ensure that all children have
a strong sense of belonging’

(Welsh Government, 2022,

p.44.).
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