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Part 1: Infographic exploring Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
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Part 2: The concept of holistic child development 

Holistic child development comes from the idea that many areas surround a child’s development. These range from physical and 

cognitive development to emotional and social development - in short, body, mind, and soul. When everyone who provides care for 

a child takes a holistic approach, it is hoped that the child grows to be a well-rounded individual with the skills needed to navigate 

life. This essay explores the concept of three areas of child development that intertwine with the holistic child.  

Relationships 

Relationships can be described as the connections and interactions children form with someone who provides them with care. 

Positive relationships are essential to a child's holistic development. They help shape the child's view of the world and aid their 

ability to interact positively with others. Positive relationships and attachments run concurrently, which could be why Brodie (2018) 

suggests that consistent and honest relationships between a child and their caregiver are crucial in supporting emotional 

development. She indicates that relationships take time to develop, so for attachments to form, there needs to be time and 

opportunity.  

Bronfenbrenner (1977, cited in Aubrey 2019) acknowledges the importance of positive relationships when discussing the 

microsystem that surrounds the child. The microsystem is the interactions between the child and the people closest to them. When 

these relations are constructive, positive behaviours follow, thus impacting the child efficaciously. This also feeds into 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) mesosystem. This is the relationship between the individuals within the microsystem. When there are 
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positive relations among all those who provide the child with care, for example, parents and teachers, it can have a tremendous 

impact on supporting the child’s holistic development.  

This supports Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory, his views on love and belonging, as well as some aspects of safety. Can 

children feel safe and secure if they do not experience truly positive relationships? He also suggests that the rejection of these 

needs is the most common cause of children displaying antisocial and amoral behaviours. It also contributes to a high incidence of 

mental health disorders in young children (Maslow, 1977, referenced in Stoyanov, 2017).  

It could be assumed that both theorists agree that children need healthy, loving, and good connections are essential for children’s 

holistic development. 

Safety 

Another important element that needs to be considered when exploring the concept of holistic child development is safety. Safety 

underpins all other aspects of a child’s development and provides a solid basis for a child to feel confident about learning, 

developing, and exploring, without feeling they are in fear or distress (Harvard University, 2024). It is vital that a child feels safe to 

develop holistically because it allows them to flourish across other areas of development, such as social, emotional, and cognitive.  

In 2014, The National Centre for Biotechnology Information (De Melloe et al., 2014) studied child safety from the perspective of 

essential needs. They concluded that children who were raised in the presence of involved parents, were physically and 

emotionally protected, and were provided with experiences that stimulated their development were considered to develop and grow 

better than their peers who did not receive the same care.  

Furthermore, Pestalozzi (1801, cited in Pound 2005) believed that security and safety at home were the foundation of children's 

happiness, which, in turn, supported their foundation for learning both in and out of their educational environment. This is in keeping 
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with Maslow (1943, referenced in The World of Work Project CIC, 2018), who believed that safety and security were among the first 

hierarchical needs that must be met for children to develop and reach their full potential. When referencing safety, Maslow clarified 

that all safety aspects, including emotional, physical, and health, were equally essential to support development.  

Play 

Practitioners should consider play and opportunities when exploring holistic child development. Play is a vital component of holistic 

child development. It crosses multiple interconnected domains while supporting a child’s growth. It is not simply categorised as a 

form of entertainment – it is a powerful tool that should be utilised in the approach to holistic development.  

Play helps nurture a child’s physical development, supporting their motor skills, coordination, balance and improving their fitness 

levels. Piaget (1963, cited in Amano, 2019) describes this development as ‘schemas and operations’, advising that children store all 

the information they learn from exploring the world around them and add it to their individual mental stores. It is also through 

Piaget’s theory of constructivism that today's curriculum must ensure it enhances a child’s logical and conceptual growth. The 

Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy (2002) says, ‘it recognises the significance of play in a child’s learning and development 

and the need for play to give opportunities for new learning experiences’. 

Additionally, play helps support their cognitive development, such as problem-solving skills and concentration capacity. Play is also 

considered essential for supporting a child’s social development, fostering a place for social skills and peer interactions to flourish 

while supporting their developing language and helping build their internal and external monologue. This is supported by Vygotsky 

(1986, cited in Aubrey, 2019) and his views on cultural tools.  

Children use play to meet their basic needs, from physical survival to personal actualisation. Play sits across Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs entirely. At the base, it assists physical well-being and security and then goes onto fulfil a child’s social requirements, helping 

achieve confidence and self-worth while strengthening ties within a community. Then, at the top of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 
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play facilitates a child’s self-actualisation by enabling children to explore and discover their individuality and true promise. It is these 

nurturing environments that children become exposed to that help support a holistic approach to child development (Brodie, 2024).   

In conclusion, holistic child development can be achieved when everyone involved with the child embraces the same approach to 

their care, by ensuring a safe, supportive, fulfilling, and explorative environment; the holistic approach not only helps the here and 

now but also supports the future generations to be ready to lead fulfilling lives. 

 

Part 3: Maslow’s significance in understanding child development 

This essay will investigate Maslow's significance in understanding child development and its importance to practice. The aim is to 

explore deeper into three areas of development. When looking at Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in child development, you can start 

to understand how a child’s caregivers and those within society can help support children as they steer the challenges that come 

with growth and change.  

1. Transitions  

Transitions in early years practice refer to changes, primarily significant, that a child experiences when moving from one 

environment to another. They are viewed as a process of social structures that involve parents and practitioners alike. Most 

transitions can be a daunting and somewhat challenging experience for a child. However, they also provide an opportunity for 

adaptation, navigation, and learning (Welsh Government, 2014).  

There are two areas of transition to consider: vertical transitions and horizontal. Vertical transitions are the transitions that can 

provide the most significant movement of change. For example, a child may be leaving home for their first day of school or 

progressing from a nursery to an infant setting. Horizontal transitions contrast with vertical ones. These are transitions that happen 
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within the same environment, such as moving classrooms or adapting to changes in the school setting. They do not appear as 

impactful as vertical transitions. However, every child reacts differently to changes (Vogler, 2008).  

Furthermore, transitions span across all aspects of Maslow's hierarchy of needs. For example, during any transition, it is imperative 

that children have access to things that provide them with their basic needs. If a child feels sleepy or hungry during a transition, 

then they would be expected to struggle emotionally and socially with their new surroundings. Unhealthy, unsupported, and rushed 

transitions could also be detrimental to children’s ability to view themselves in a positive manner and build confidence. Thus, it does 

not help support their emotional and social development (Towns, 2018).  

2. Understanding the importance of basic needs 

Understanding the importance of basic needs is vital for any Early Years Practitioner. Maslow (1943) describes basic needs as the 

foundational block that is needed for which other needs follow. When practitioners are educated on this, it helps support them to 

deliver premium care.  

Early Years Practitioners can support children in their setting by using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a scaffold. By ensuring they 

provide access to nutritious meals and snacks, opportunities to rest and encouragement of proper hygiene within a clean 

environment, they can be sure most, if not all, of their physiological needs are being met. This is also supported by the Welsh 

curriculum and the four purposes (2022). They suggest that the absence of these needs would result in the child not being able to 

focus and participate in the day's activities. 

Furthermore, by providing them with a well-balanced diet and access to water, practitioners are helping to support the child’s 

physical and cognitive development because if a child is experiencing feelings of hunger, they would not be able to focus and most 

likely become disengaged from their interactions and their learning process. The same is true for personal hygiene and the 

importance of ensuring appropriate hand washing within a clean and tidy environment. As already noted, another aspect of 
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Maslow's physiological needs is rest. A child cannot be expected to participate and focus on learning or play if they are tired (United 

Nations Children’s Fund, 2017).  

3. Building confidence and independence 

The promotion of independence in the early years sector is a crucial aspect for practitioners and is vital in helping support a child’s 

holistic development. The process children go through while finding confidence and gaining independence is largely connected with 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), as it is suggested that meeting a child’s basic needs in their early development aids 

progression towards self-actualisation.  

Independence is described as a child’s ability to make decisions and perform tasks alone and is considered to be a crucial 

component in child development (Early Years Careers, 2023). Tasks such as feeding themselves, dressing and articulating verbal 

language all help build independence and confidence, thus aiding children in reaching their full potential or self-actualisation.  

Furthermore, all aspects of holistic child development are supported when children can explore ways to gain independence. For 

example, when a child is learning to do a new puzzle or learning to zip up their coat, they are making decisions and problem-

solving, supporting their cognitive development. As a result, this leads to a child feeling proud when they have achieved the desired 

outcome of the task. If the child is then positively reinforced by their caregiver (Skinner, 1938 cited in Gordan, 2014), it will aid 

feelings of pride. Proudness is backed by confidence and helps assist them emotionally and motivate them to continue.  

 It is suggested that emotionally secure children feel more confident to step outside their norm – promoting further independence. 

All this can also be linked to Vygotsky and his theory of the zone of proximal development and scaffolding (1978, cited in 

NeuroLaunch, 2024). When the enabler, or adults within the setting, scaffolds children in their decision-making, it gives children the 

confidence to explore further.  
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When children experience feelings of pride, building their confidence and independence, they can heed way to the pinnacle of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Pyramid.  

In conclusion, when exploring the needs of child development against Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, it is clear to see that his theory 

is interconnected throughout all areas of child development. It is also often backed by other theorists and is entwined within the 

government's policies. When caregivers support children holistically and use Maslow as a basis, they can ensure they are helping 

the children to the highest standards. 
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