The importance of
holistic development in
early years

When early years practitioners take a ‘holistic’ approach to the development of the children in their care, what
they are doing is looking at the ‘bigger picture’ - reaching further than purely the academic achievements of the
children - and the ‘tick box exercise’ that sometimes goes with that. What is happening in fact, is something very
natural - and essential – within a child’s development.
An integrated, holistic approach to teaching and learning focuses on connections to the natural world: holistic
development in EYFS not only helps children to connect with the environment around them, but allows them to
learn, discover and explore in a different way from the conventional form of education that so many adopt.
With holistic development, the focus is on the children's physical, personal, social, emotional and spiritual
well-being - and the understanding of the fact that all these are interconnected. However, the cognitive and
intellectual aspects of learning are certainly not forgotten - and the two work hand-in-hand.
In this guide, we explain the individual elements of holistic development and how they relate to the growth of the
children in every day early years education.
Physical:
• The development of control that the child has over
their own body - including muscle control, physical
coordination, and the ability to sit or stand. It can also
include growth, i.e. height and weight.
Emotional:
• Children developing an understanding of their own
day to day emotions.
• Knowing why they feel certain ways after certain
actions.
• Relating to others’ feelings and understanding the
effect of others’ emotions, i.e. empathy.

Emotional
Social

Physical
Whole
Individual
Development
Moral

Spiritual

Intellectual

Social:
• The development of interactions - friendships and relationships - with others.
• Developing an understanding of themselves within their community and environment.
• Understanding communications and actions of others, including dealing with conflicts.
Intellectual:
• Developing skills to recognise, understand and reason, allowing them to make sense of what is seen, touched,
heard, etc.
• Language development, understanding others and expressing themselves.
Spiritual:
• Allowing their true authentic self to flourish naturally, and its connection to all that is around them.
Moral:
• Developing attitudes and behaviours towards other people in society.
• Understanding and cherishing values and ethics such as honesty, integrity and fair play, and the consequences
they bring, leading to developments of responsibility and empathy.
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Holistic Development and Assessments
This is an important aspect of early years childcare,
especially when planning and assessing the needs of the
children. Looking at the children as a whole - rather than
purely from a cognitive point of view - allows you to assess
the child as an individual. You will have a better idea of
what they have and have not achieved, by looking at
how all the developmental areas are linked up - and how
progress in one area can affect progress in another area.
Many assessments of children's progress and development
when taking a holistic approach will be in the form of
observations. This is because it is really important to
observe how different behaviours lead to learning and how
the child got to the point where new learning had taken place.

Holistic Development and the EYFS
One of the many advantages of Holistic Development in EYFS is that this approach will allow you to take an
everyday activity that a child enjoys and turn it into a learning opportunity – thereby developing more than one
aspect at the same time during this one activity. It allows you to plan, because you know what the children enjoy
and this in turn, will, of course help in their overall learning, development and well-being.
It motivates children to explore and want to learn more about a subject because it encourages interest and
crucially, allows them to learn naturally and creatively. This will result not only in a child who has developed
better communication and social skills, but greater confidence too; they will feel good about learning certain
subjects because they will associate learning with positive experiences.

Holistic development in children with SEND
How do early years settings implement holistic development if they have children with special educational needs
or disabilities? How do you help those children to have the same experiences as those without these needs?
Having a holistic approach to development when educating children with SEND is particularly fitting because as
we know, efforts are focused on the very individual needs that each child has. For example, just because a child
has a diagnosis of dyslexia, it doesn’t mean that the old tried and tested application of using a coloured overlay
will suffice – we have to be inventive!
In the SEND Code of Practice: A guide for health professionals, it states:
“Our vision for children and young people with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) is the same as
for all children and young people – that they achieve well in their early years, at school and in college and make
a good transition to adulthood, to lead contented and fulfilled lives. This hasn’t always been the case. The SEND
reforms introduced by the Children and Families Act 2014 aim to change this, with a focus on two key themes:
greater cooperation between education, health and social care and a greater focus on the outcomes which will
make a real difference to how a child or young person lives their life."
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"For too long, health has been the missing partner in the SEND system. These reforms change that – they
implement a holistic approach to supporting children and young people with SEND in all aspects of their
life.”
As discussed above, taking a holistic approach means looking at the person as a whole which fits perfectly with
children with SEND.
If a child in your care has SEND then it’s important to try
to balance any interventions that are offered in a way
that benefits that person’s entire being and how they live
their life, not just in nursery or at school, but beyond into
adulthood. It means considering various other factors in
conjunction with their SEN, and which may be in addition to
those factors listed in the EYFS, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Social situation and family life
Community issues
Mental health
Confidence and self-esteem
Emotional intelligence
Physical development
Social confidence and friendships
Creativity and self-expression
Empathy and appreciation
Individuality

and many more – the list will be endless!
As early years practitioners, we know that 90% of brain development occurs by the age of 5, so it is vital that our
settings provide experiences that support the whole child, including the elements listed above – and it is why we
should provide multiple areas of stimulation through enriched and diverse environments, but understand how each
is interconnected with the other.
In many educational settings, children with special needs are often taken out of subjects they do well at (such as
art or drama), in favour of studying Maths or English, but this can impact negatively on their self-esteem when they
feel they are missing a subject that supports them in other ways. This is just an example, but it raises questions
about whether the child's preferences could be taken into account in a more holistic approach, that doesn’t impact
negatively on their mental health to serve an academic outcome. In early years, we may fall into the trap of focusing
on one small (academic) thing at the expense of a larger (holistic) other.
Many children with special needs also have more than one learning difficulty - people with autism can also have
sensory issues, and people with dyslexia may have dyspraxia. The challenge here is to try to try to meet all of the
needs in the best way possible. This is where good planning and communication are vital.

Partnerships
To provide a holistic approach to SEND, it is vital you form partnerships with others. When information is shared
appropriately, instead of having just one piece of the jigsaw, everyone will begin to see the whole picture.
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Parents are obviously the first port of call and will have insights that you do not, and vice versa, so setting up
regular sessions to talk to the parents will help you understand what their child needs; you can also tell parents
what is working well in the setting, so they can continue the practice at home.
Remember too that many parents of special needs children are under enormous stress themselves, which can
impact their own mental health and well-being, and subsequently, that of the child. Offering help and support to
parents via advice/support groups, meetings or just passing on relevant information that could be useful to them,
will have an impact.
You should also develop partnerships with health and social care services, and they should be contacting you for
updates, reviews and progress reports. By working together, plans such as EHCPs can be drawn up effectively to
really support the whole child, but ensure they are regularly reviewed and amended to grow with the child.

Activities to support Holistic Development in EYFS
Forest School
Forest School is relatively new in the UK. It was introduced here in
the mid 1990’s by a group of nursery nurses after a visit to a Danish
Forest School but has become increasingly popular over the last 25
years or so. The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a dramatic increase
in the demand for outdoor learning and when schools closed and
the outdoors was deemed “the safest place to be” by public health
officials, many turned to creative ways to get their children learning
outdoors. Forest school offered the perfect opportunity for this: just
merely experiencing the woodland environment can help develop
physical senses and moving through the woods, climbing trees,
balancing on logs or moving items between locations will develop
fine motor skills.
This video from Early Years Matters TV gives some fantastic activities for holistic development for children with
SEND
HOLISTIC CHILD DEVELOPMENT | ACTIVITIES FOR CHILDREN HOLISTIC DEVELOPMENT - Bing video
Sources and Resources:
https://harmonylearning.com.au/why-holistic-learning-is-especially-effective/
Learning in the Leaves
Twinkl
Pen Green Centre
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Parenta Solutions
SOFTWARE

TRAINING

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS
•

Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

•

Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes

•

Instant view of all financial reports

•

Manage payments and track debt

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your
setting by offering training – the ideal tool for you to develop your
team.
Parenta courses include:
•

Level 2 Childcare

•

Level 3 EYE Diploma

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

•

Level 5 Childcare Leadership Qualification

•

Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

•

Business Admin Levels 2 and 3

•

Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

•

Advanced Qualifications in Team Leading and Management

•

Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

PLUS … Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

•

Identify at a glance each child’s development pathway

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE
•

Share every magical moment of each child’s day with their parents
and carers with our online diary software

PARENT PORTAL APP
•

Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing
a timeline of their progress

•

Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

ONLINE CPD COURSES
No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your
staff or further your professional development with our online CPD
accredited courses

FEE COLLECTION

MARKETING SOLUTIONS

•

We collect fees, allowing you to focus on childcare, not credit
control

•

Fee collection reduces stress about pay day

•

Maintain good relationships with parents

•

Eliminate bad debt from your setting

•

We operate on a 98% success rate across the board

WEBSITE DESIGN
•

Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from
parents and carers

•

We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

BRANDING & DESIGN
•

Showcase your setting with branded products. From newsletters to
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your
branding needs

SOCIAL MEDIA
•

We assist you with setting up and using your social media
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

Working together for our children
0800 002 9242

hello@parenta.com

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup

www.parenta.com
Parenta, 2-8 London Road, Rocky Hill, Maidstone, Kent, ME16 8PZ
Reg No 05249690
Updated: 27/7/2021

6

