Holistic development, also known as the child‑centred approach, can be found being discussed in literature today and throughout the past. It is embedded in current practice and influenced by key theorists such as Maslow (1943), Froebel (1837), and Montessori (1907). Currently, the non‑maintained sector and Flying Start are following the framework set out by the Welsh Government (2022). The framework is A Curriculum for Funded Non‑Maintained Settings and A Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales.
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) has also been created for practitioners who work as childminders, teachers in schools, teaching assistants and headteachers. This framework plays a key role in creating a holistic approach to learning; however, for this to work, practitioners will need to embed the whole curriculum into their practice. This will mean ensuring key areas link and that the child is always at the centre of all practice. Planning should reflect observation, seize the season and plan key events to offer authentic interactions. The curriculum recognises that every child is unique. Between 0–5 years, development is rapid, and the document highlights the role of the enabling adult, the experiences, a place to become creative, and an enriched environment that offers high‑end resources to enhance child development. Creating real‑life play experiences and observing meaningfully, which are then analysed, will create responsive planning or key information for a child’s assessments. This is all fundamental to helping to shape a holistic child development approach. The developmental pathways provide opportunities for authentic and purposeful learning environments, helping children develop skills across all five of the different pathways, which are communication, exploration, physical, wellbeing and belonging. These have also been created for children who are 0–3 years old, in The Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care: Developmental Pathways 0 to 3 (Welsh Government, 2022).
These ideas that have been developed for the Welsh curriculum (2022) were shaped by theorists’ work who continue to inform practice today. In the 19th century, Fredrick Froebel (1837) created the first preschool, which he called a Kindergarten. Froebel believed children grow naturally through play and action, and they learn through engaging experiences and exploring what he called “gifts.” These gifts are now resources that are used today. For example, the unit blocks that are played with by children today were gifts 3–6. When Froebel first had these ideas, they were called radical, but after his death, his ideas started to become recognised widely. He influenced kindergartens in Western Europe, in America and then worldwide. Froebel’s principles are now embedded in current practice (Johnston, 2018). One of his principles is ‘play as central development.’ This is reflected in the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which explains that children begin to explore a range of emotions and learn exciting new things whilst playing and creating playful experiences. Play covers so much of a child’s development; they learn to persevere and collaborate, which affects a child’s confidence and independence. While Froebel emphasised play as central to development, other theorists introduced contrasting perspectives, such as Montessori’s focus on independence.
In the 20th century, Maria Montessori (1907) developed the Montessori method. She believed children were individually unique and should be sheltered from adverse influences, including excessive adult intervention. Montessori saw children as explorers and manipulators, with adults observing and supporting rather than directing. She advocated for child‑sized furniture and environments that foster independence and holistic growth (Johnston, 2018). Montessori’s holistic approach is poignant throughout the curriculum. She emphasises independence and observation. The curriculum states that practitioners should have knowledge and understanding of child development. They should carefully observe a child’s interests and fascinations, whether they have schematic play, and support the child to develop independence and resilience (Johnston 2018). Both theorists are based on a child, whereas psychological theories such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs offer another framework for understanding holistic development.
Maslow (1943) was also part of the 20th century. He created a hierarchy of needs consisting of five stages: physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and self‑actualisation. Although he wrote about these stages in a specific order, Maslow acknowledged that you may not always start with physiological; it would depend on how individuals prioritise these needs. His model is reflected in the Curriculum for Wales (2022) and early years developmental pathways. Highlighted is that children need to feel safe, secure and valued, and their wellbeing should be at the centre of everything we do. This will give the child the ability to learn and develop (Welsh Government, 2022). This reflects Maslow’s bottom needs: physiological, belonging and safety. High‑quality interactions between the enabling adult and the child, with the adult supporting engaging experiences and providing effective environments, are fundamental to a child making progress (Welsh Government, 2022). This reflects Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, esteem and self‑actualisation.
Lindon (2012) highlights in her book that children naturally have a holistic way of learning. They do not focus on just one area of development. When a child is being observed, you can see and hear the children using a few different areas of development. For example, when creating a den, they will be using their communication to communicate with each other and use their physical movement to find and move materials, and problem‑solve. This helps create connections which are meaningful. Although Lindon demonstrates holistic development, this may not work for all children. Some children may display social anxiety, and children with additional learning needs may want to play more solitarily. The way we now observe the child has evolved from when Lindon drafted her book.
Although holistic development is not a new concept and has been around for  centuries and influenced by theorists such as Maslow (1943), Froebel (1837) and Montessori (1907), whose ideas are reflected in today’s practice, this has evolved. Wales has introduced the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2011), which ensures children’s rights are embedded into practice today. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) ensures that practitioners are meeting every child’s individual need by ensuring observation is part of everyday practice, to find out the child’s likes and dislikes, their fascinations and if they are displaying schematic play.
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