
The concept of holistic child development 

This essay aims to explore the concept of holistic child development. This essay will explore three of the main categories of holistic child development; Play, Relationships and wellbeing. 

A concept is an idea or abstract thought that represents something in our mind. It is a mental structure that helps us understand and categorise the world. Concepts are essential for thinking because they enable us to organise information, make sense of our experiences, and share ideas. 
The concept of holistic child development means understanding that a child's physical, cognitive, emotional, and social growth are interconnected and depend on one another. All areas of a child's development happen at the same time, and each part influences the others. Children grow and develop through the combined influence of all these areas. It is a way of understanding the real-life experiences of young children as they learn and develop. (Neaum, 2010)

Play
To understand the concept of holistic child development, it is important to consider the impact of play. Article 31 of the UNCRC states that ‘Parties recognise the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.’ This means that play is a right of any child and children should be supported to have time to play, explore and learn. 

Play is very important for children's development because it helps them grow in many ways. It supports physical development by encouraging movement, which helps children get stronger and improve their coordination. Play also helps their brains develop, as activities like problem-solving and building things boost their thinking skills. Emotionally, play allows kids to express and understand their feelings, while learning how to deal with challenges. Socially, play teaches children how to interact with others, share, take turns, and solve problems together. (Raising Children, 2022)

Vygotsky's concept of the "more knowledgeable other" (MKO) refers to someone who has more experience or knowledge and helps guide a child's learning. In play, the MKO can be a teacher, parent, or peer who supports and challenges the child’s thinking. Through guided play, the MKO helps the child move beyond their current abilities, providing the right level of support to encourage new skills and understanding. Vygotsky also discusses the ‘ZPD,’ zone of proximal development, which is the difference of what a child can complete alone, or with support. Caregivers, or peers playing alongside the child, provide the ‘scaffolding,’ support the child needs, within the ‘ZPD’. This interaction during play is key to a child’s development, as it helps them learn in a social, engaging, and supportive environment. (Conkabyir, Pascal 2014)  


Relationships
Positive relationships are a key part to holistic child development, as they offer the emotional support, trust, and safety children need to grow in every aspect. When children have strong bonds with caregivers, teachers, and friends, they feel secure and appreciated, which enhances their emotional health and helps build their self-confidence. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs demonstrates the importance of relationships in the pyramid, as without these positive relationships a child will struggle to reach self actualisation due to feelings of loneliness, lack of trust and confidence. 

Bolwby’s attachment theory explores the importance of children having a secure attachment to a caregiver. Lindon, 2015, discusses Bowlby’s attachment theory, and how attachment is an internal set of feelings, which can’t be seen, but the effects of secure attachment can be observed through a child’s behaviours. For example, a child with an insecure attachment to their caregiver may be more ‘clingy,’ and less confident to leave their caregivers side. 
Lindon, 2015 also discusses the hormonal impact, stating that children that have had difficult childhoods without secure attachments, will have a higher level of the stress hormone, cortisol. Too much of this hormone will inhibit a child’s ability to learn in positive ways. In terms of holistic development, this demonstrates the importance of positive relationships as a child without the security of a consistent caregiver could be dysregulated and unable to develop emotionally as they should. 


Wellbeing
Wellbeing is very important to consider when discussing holistic child development as it encompasses many different elements. Bronfenbrenner’s theory of the ecological system model demonstrates how the many different layers of a child’s environment can positively or negatively affect a child’s wellbeing. 
The closest layer to the child is called the microsystem, which includes family, friends, teachers and caregivers. The third layer, the exosystem, the child is not directly involved, but the family can be; for example, events from the exosystem can have a knock-on effect on the child. A parent who is carrying stress from work may then be less patient, or angry at home, and this will affect the child’s wellbeing. (Gray. Mcblain, 2012)
Mental health is essential to a child's overall wellbeing and can be influenced by various factors, including abuse, neglect, family circumstances, environment, stress, and feelings of loneliness or social isolation. Negative experiences, such as trauma or neglect, can have a harmful impact on a child's mental health, while positive experiences, such as supportive relationships and a nurturing environment, can help improve it. (NSPCC Learning, 2021)

Wellbeing also includes the very basic needs from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory, such as nutrition, warmth and safety, and wellbeing is needed to achieve self-actualization. 
Multi-agency support is needed for this, for example support from the GP for medical needs, Health visitor to ensure that the child is developing as they should be and meeting milestones, and then Teachers/ support staff in school to ensure children are having the educational support they need to thrive. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, holistic child development shows how a child’s physical, cognitive, emotional, and social growth are all connected. Play, relationships, and wellbeing are all important factors that support this development. Play helps children learn new skills, express themselves, and interact with others. Positive relationships with caregivers and peers provide the emotional support children need to feel safe and confident. Wellbeing, which includes things like nutrition and safety, ensures that children’s basic needs are met, allowing them to grow and develop properly. By focusing on these areas, we can help children reach their full potential and thrive in all aspects of life.






