Explore in depth the concept of holistic child development with links to Maslow’s model

Over the years, educators and practitioners have been given rules and guidelines on how best to help children and young people in some of the most important stages in their lives. The focus once was only on how the child was developing academically and, while that is important, fortunately the idea of what is best for the child or young person as a whole has become the main priority. To ensure we strive and meet the needs of these children and young people, we must learn what those needs are and how to fulfill them. Etty-Leal, J. (2021) discusses how being mindful in education can help develop a child's needs and become more robust and flexible in their lives. 

When discussing having a holistic approach when educating children, it means that every part of a child’s development is taken into consideration. It includes their ability academically and their well-being. The physical side where they focus on health and fine and gross motor skills. Observing how children interact and socialise with each other, how they communicate and the importance of good relationships. Taking the time to help them understand their emotions, language skills and promote positive self-esteem, self image and build resilience by improving critical thinking skills and creativity. The whole child is the main focus when planning any activities. Lynch, T. (2024) has discovered the link between having an holistic outlook when teaching Physical Education has had a massively effective on a global scale, in a positive way.

In 1943, Abraham Maslow created a theory which he believed helped shape human motivations in a psychological way. He believed that these different needs come at different levels - or are in a hierarchy - based on the basic needs at the bottom and build up to the more complex needs. There are 5 levels and are usually depicted in a pyramid form. Maslow believes that these basic needs need to be met in order to have progression although it doesn’t always mean going from one level to another order. It all depends on the individual. Although, shortly before his death, he expanded his work by adding cognitive, aesthetic and transcendence needs.
Acevedo, A. (2018) praises how influential Maslow’s work is in a managerial role because of its humanistic framework although Cherry, K. (2025) argues that the hierarchy of needs may to be too structured as not everyone’s need can be met in a clear, throughout order.

While researching the importance of self esteem, Erna Nawir (2016) agrees that self esteem is one of the biggest motivations when it comes to students' achievements. When thinking of teaching in a more holistic way, it is clear to see that Maslow’s hierarchy can help. When thinking of the needs highlighted in Maslow’s hierarchy and what is done daily when looking after children, you can see how they both coincide. One of the basic needs is having food and water therefore the majority of places that offer childcare provide a free breakfast service where children are offered hot food like toast as well as cereal, fruit and yogurt. In schools in Wales, every child has the opportunity to receive free school meals where they can have a selection of different warm meals weekly and are given time throughout the day to have healthy snacks. Meeting these basic needs can assure the child is prepared to engage in problem solving and remain focused on the task at hand. Tikkanen, I. (2009) research confirms the importance of school meals and how important it is to let the children have an opinion on what is on offer. No one can be expected to work on an empty stomach. Safety is a need that is met daily in classrooms. Classrooms are schools that are safe by providing a warm build where security measures are put in place to make sure everyone is safe but safety also has an environment that has predictable timetables and routines, clear and straightforward rules throughout the school which ensures consistency, which in turn helps ease those fears and anxieties that some children might find hard to overcome. Places that provide childcare are sometimes the first place where some children and young people experience friendships and building relationships outside of the family unit. Creating a space that has that sense of belonging and care is essential in building and developing these important relationships. This could be giving a child a choice of a high five or fist pump before entering the class, giving positive reinforcement whenever possible or simply giving a warm greeting at the door and a friendly smile. All these can help the child or young person feel welcome and accepted. Decreasing the sense of isolation and building on the sense of community can help meet the need of belonging. When working in a more holistic way, it gives the children or young people more opportunity to make choices. Would you like to play this game or that? How would you like to create this piece of work? What would you like to write about? Asking them to choose and giving them positive reinforcement if mistakes are made can give the child or young person agency which means more risk taking, taking on hard challenges and willing to try new things. 

In conclusion, when it comes to the development of children and young people, there will always be new ideas on how to better our practice especially with new technologies and challenges that they’ll have to face throughout. If we keep the child or young person at the chore of everything, meeting their needs and giving them an abundance of opportunities, we are giving them the best start in life.


