	
	
	



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.
[bookmark: _Int_uPousa8F]Maslow created a hierarchy that explored the needs of a human and claimed 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 Vgotsky (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. Demonstrating 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 strongly reflect the concept of the holistic child. Beginning with careful observation, Tovey (2017) explains that early observation underpins the Froebelian 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).  
As Tovey (2017, p.112) notes, “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 both Maslow’s emphasis on meeting children’s foundational needs before learning can progress and Vygotsky’s belief that development is supported through responsive, bespoke support within the child’s unique zone of proximal development.
[bookmark: _Int_SG9tl0nV]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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