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Holistic Child Development
Holistic child development requires complete care for children who need support for their academic learning alongside their physical, emotional, social, and ethical growth (Stodden et al. 2023). The approach unites separate developmental areas by showing their mutual relationships while proving how environmental factors from family, community, and school affect child development (Stodden et al. 2023). The current academic focus centers on well-being models which specifically target children through a complete understanding of their development (Navidmanesh et al. 2025). This paper examines holistic child development by using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs together with other fundamental developmental theories while conducting a theoretical and empirical evaluation of its advantages and disadvantages.
[bookmark: _Int_6BhvPZbj][bookmark: _Int_ZBWmBpKl][bookmark: _Int_yifwFe9x]The original framework developed by Maslow presents a sequence starting with physiological requirements followed by safety needs and then belonging needs and esteem needs before reaching self-actualisation (King-Hill, 2015). The basic requirements of children need fulfilment before they can develop their capacity for social learning and creativity according to holistic child development principles (Nikkola, Reunamo, and Ruokonen, 2022; Arnott, 2021). To promote student learning, practitioners follow established frameworks such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and contemporary holistic models. These frameworks guide the creation of environments where children’s basic needs are met (King-Hill, 2015; Stodden et al., 2023). Research findings from recent studies contradict the structure which Maslow presented in his hierarchy. The research by Rojas, Méndez and Watkins-Fassler (2023) shows that people often express contentment with their belonging and esteem needs while their safety and physiological requirements remain unmet. The discovery challenges the traditional view of linear need progression because needs exist as interconnected elements which cannot be separated (Rojas, Méndez, and Watkins-Fassler 2023). These critiques of Maslow’s model align with contemporary educational policy, which increasingly emphasises relational and emotional factors.

[bookmark: _Int_dh797o9f][bookmark: _Int_b2d9TdO0]The UK government’s Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework (Department for Education 2025) confirms that children’s social and emotional development is not dependent on abundant resources. Children develop their social and emotional skills when they receive support from strong relationships and emotional care. Aubrey and Riley (2019) explain that Vygotsky showed how social interaction and scaffolding help children develop while Bronfenbrenner explained how different systems affect their growth. The psychosocial stages of Erikson demonstrate that children develop trust, autonomy, and resilience through secure relationships (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). The combined understanding from these theories demonstrates that children’s development success stems from the quality of emotional and relational support they receive.
[bookmark: _Int_DCQtpwiI][bookmark: _Int_9k6I54RN]The holistic child development perspective receives support from early brain development as neural growth during this period occurs at a fast pace while remaining highly adaptable and directly influenced by social interactions. The brain develops rapidly during infancy while forming functional networks according to Haartsen, Jones and Johnson (2016). Functional networks for social interaction, emotional processing and attention development become more specialised through early experiences (Haartsen, Jones & Johnson, 2016). The brain creates excess synapses before it eliminates unneeded connections which makes early social interactions and responsive communication essential for building emotional control and learning abilities (Harvard University, 2025). The development of brain structures depends on Maslow’s physiological and safety needs because proper brain development requires stable environments and responsive caregivers who provide predictable care (Haartsen, Jones & Johnson, 2016). The development of social-emotional circuits during infancy follows from love and belonging needs while multiple relational environments according to Bronfenbrenner shape developmental outcomes (Altenburger and Soldatova, 2021). These theoretical perspectives align closely with neuroscience.
[bookmark: _Int_aIN7YPGB][bookmark: _Int_rRPMchbS][bookmark: _Int_n6SKj5aP]Children in Gaza who participated in research studies showed that continuous conflict breaks down the fulfilment of needs which follow Maslow’s hierarchy. The research by Qutishat (2025) demonstrates that safety needs along with physiological, belonging and esteem needs experience simultaneous disruption. Abed Alah (2024) argues that the pyramid structure fails when instability persists. Research indicates that needs exist as interconnected elements which depend on cultural context (Qutishat, 2025; Abed Alah, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_zjzu3kHT][bookmark: _Int_zEvwwK1q][bookmark: _Int_OgD1pqqA][bookmark: _Int_jh9eqw1H][bookmark: _Int_sL6I4x5b]The ecological systems theory of Bronfenbrenner expands the holistic model by demonstrating how development emerges through environmental interactions at various levels (Antony, 2022). The microsystem contains family, peers and early years practitioners who create the direct environment which affects children’s emotional stability and learning actions (Navarro and Tudge, 2025). Antony (2022) explains that the mesosystem shows how different settings like home and school maintain communication. Children develop through multiple interconnected systems which include community resources, cultural norms, and national policies (Tudge et al. 2016; Antony, 2022). The ecological framework supports holistic development because it demonstrates that children develop through their social connections with others.
[bookmark: _Int_Z9Wcc7OC][bookmark: _Int_VG5UAMj5][bookmark: _Int_VT2Dw9oO]The sociocultural theory of Vygotsky helps us understand learning because it shows how social interactions and teamwork between people affect learning processes (Rubtsov, 2024). Nicholas, Veresov and Clark (2021) show that children reach better comprehension levels when they take part in guided activities with adult and peer support. They contend that the best way to improve comprehension is for educators to purposefully scaffold a little above what a child can achieve independently before progressively removing the support. When scaffolding around play, research shows that children incorporate cultural norms and when in their zone of proximal development children can attain tasks they may not have achieved independently. Samuelsson (2020) shows that practitioners use meaningful play routines to scaffold children’s understanding of social practices. Most recent work by Masoumi et al. (2024) shows how scaffolding in play and mark making helps children develop social, emotional, and linguistic competence. The learning process benefits from scaffolding because it serves as a cognitive and relational tool which demonstrates that emotional and social development creates the base for effective learning (Aubrey & Riley, 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_2oXZBAIb]Looking holistically at child development shows children develop through relationships, environmental responses, and cultural backgrounds. Children’s development depends on relationship quality, environmental responsiveness, and their social and cultural environment. The various perspectives show that children need support through relational care, emotional attunement, and responsive communication throughout their entire ecosystem. The holistic approach to child development provides a stronger evidence-based framework which supports children’s learning and overall well-being.



References –
Abed Alah, M. (2024) ‘Shattered Hierarchy: How the Gaza Conflict Demolished Maslow’s Pyramid of Needs’, Current psychology (New Brunswick, N.J.), 43(21), pp. 19562–19568. Available at: Shattered hierarchy. (Accessed: 15/11/25)
Altenburger, L.E. and Soldatova, P. (2021) ‘The Bronfenbrenner Primer: A Guide to Develecology’, Journal of family theory & review, 13(4), pp. 557–565. Available at: The Bronfenbrenner primer. (Accessed 21/11/25)
Antony, E. M. (2022) ‘Framing Childhood Resilience Through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems Theory: A Discussion Paper,’ Cambridge Educational Research e-Journal, 9, pp. 244-257. Available at:
Framing Childhood Resilience. (Accessed: 18/11/25)

Arnott, L. (2021) ‘Holistic Experiences: Celebrating the Wonder of Early Childhood Education’, International journal of early years education, 29(4), pp. 353–357. Available at: Holistic Experiences. (Accessed: 25/11/25)
Aubrey, K. and Riley, A. (2019) Understanding and using educational theories. 2nd edn. London: Sage Publications Limited.
Daniels, H. (2001) Vygotsky and Pedagogy. London: Routledge/Falmer. Available at: Vygotski and pedagogy. (Accessed: 26/11/25)
Department for Education (2025) Statutory Framework for The Early Years Foundation Stage. Available at: Statutory Framework for The Early Years Foundation Stage. (Accessed:16/11/25)
Haartsen, R., Jones, E.J. and Johnson, M.H. (2016) ‘Human Brain Development Over the Early Years’, Current opinion in behavioural sciences, 10, pp. 149–154. Available at: Human Brain Development. (20/11/25)
Harvard University, Centre of the developing child (2025) Brain Architecture. Available at: Brain Architecture. (Accessed:20/11/25)
King‑Hill, S. (2015) ‘Critical Analysis of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need’, The STeP Journal, 2(4), pp. 54–57. University of Birmingham. Available at: Critical Analysis of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Need’. (Accessed: 23/11/25)
Masoumi, D., Bourbour, M. and Lindqvist, G. (2024) ‘Mapping Children’s Actions in the Scaffolding Process Using Interactive Whiteboard’, Early childhood education journal, 52(6), pp. 1209–1220. Available at: Mapping Children’s Actions. (Accessed:18/11/25)
Navidmanesh, S., Kadkhodaee, M., Ghadirinokabadi, L., & Emamifar, A. (2025) ‘Resolving Conceptual and Practical Gaps in Current Child Well-Being Models Through the Holistic Well-Being Model for Children’, Discover Psychology, 5(1), Article 52. Available at: Resolving Conceptual and Practical Gaps in Current Child Well-Being Models Through the Holistic Well-Being Model for Children. (Accessed: 23/11/25)
Navarro, J.L. and Tudge, J.R.H. (2025) Understanding and Teaching Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory. 1st edn. Routledge. Available at: Understanding and Teaching Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory.(Accessed:18/11/25)
Nicholas, M., Veresov, N. and Clark, J.C. (2021) ‘Guided Reading – Working Within a Child’s Zone of Proximal Development’, Learning, culture, and social interaction, 30, Part A. Available at: Guided Reading – Working Within A Child’s Zone Of Proximal Development’. (Accessed: 21/11/25)
Nikkola, T., Reunamo, J. and Ruokonen, I. (2022) ‘Children’s Creative Thinking Abilities and Social Orientations in Finnish Early Childhood Education and Care’, Early child development and care, 192(6), pp. 872–886. Available at: Children’s Creative Thinking Abilities and Social Orientations in Finnish Early Childhood Education and Care. (Accessed: 16/11/25)
Qutishat, M. (2025) ‘Challenges in The Application of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs for Children Living in Gaza Amid Ongoing Conflict Started in October 2023’, Middle East current psychiatry (Cairo), 32(1). Available at: Challenges in The Application of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. (Accessed:26/11/25)
Rojas, M., Méndez, A. and Watkins-Fassler, K. (2023) ‘The Hierarchy of Needs Empirical Examination of Maslow’s Theory and Lessons for Development’, World development, 165. Available at: The Hierarchy of Needs Empirical Examination of Maslow’s Theory and Lessons for Development.(Accessed: 25/11/25)
Rubtsov, V.V. (2024) ‘Development and Learning in the Context of Social Interactions: L. Vygotsky vs J. Piaget’, Cultural-Historical Psychology ,20(1), pp. 77–88. Available at: Development and Learning in the Context of Social Interactions. (Accessed:17/11/25)
Samuelsson, R. (2020) ‘Guiding Preschool Play for Cultural Learning: Preschool Design as Cultural Niche Construction’, Frontiers in psychology, 11, p. 545846. Available at: Guiding Preschool Play for Cultural Learning. (Accessed:24/11/25)
Stodden, D.F., Pesce, C., Zarrett, N., Tomporowski, P., Ben-Soussan, T., Brian, A., Abrams, T.C. and Weist, M.D. (2023) ‘Holistic Functioning From A Developmental Perspective: A New Synthesis With A Focus On A Multi-Tiered System Support Structure’, Clinical child and family psychology review, 26(2), pp. 343–361.Available at: Holistic Functioning From A Developmental Perspective. (Accessed:20/11/25)
Tudge, J.R.H., Payir, A., Merçon-Vargas, E., Cao, H., Liang, Y., Li, J. and O’Brien, L. (2016) ‘Still Misused After All These Years? A Reevaluation of the Uses of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human Development,’ Journal of Family Theory & Review, 8(4), pp. 427–445. Available at:Still Misused After All These Years?. (Accessed:22/11/25)



1

