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Abstract: Educational effectiveness continues to be evaluated predominantly through 

academic achievement, despite longstanding recognition that schooling contributes to 

broader human development. This paper proposes the Holistic Educational 

Development Model (HEDM), an integrative framework for conceptualizing cognitive, 

social-emotional, and character development as distinct but interconnected educational 

domains. Drawing on research on cognitive and academic development, social-

emotional learning, character and values education, self-regulation, well-being, 

flourishing, and whole-child education, the paper examines key theoretical tensions 

concerning competence and virtue, achievement and well-being, cultural specificity, 

and the measurement of multidimensional development. HEDM specifies three 

developmental domains, the educational conditions that may support them including 

instructional quality, school climate, teacher–student relationships, assessment 

practices, and co-curricular opportunities and the processes through which these 

conditions may operate, particularly engagement, self-regulation, and belonging. The 

paper further proposes a longitudinal multilevel research design for examining the 

framework, including construct validation, measurement invariance, structural 

relationships, and developmental profiles. A central contribution is its rejection of 

reducing holistic development to a single composite score; instead, HEDM emphasizes 

multidimensional domain scores and developmental profiles that preserve theoretically 

meaningful differences among students. The framework also avoids assuming that 

broader development necessarily produces higher academic achievement, allowing 

potential complementarities and trade-offs among developmental outcomes to be 

examined empirically. HEDM thus provides a theoretically integrated and empirically 

testable framework for evaluating educational effectiveness beyond academic 

achievement. 
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1. Introduction 

Since Educational effectiveness continues to be evaluated predominantly through 

academic achievement, particularly standardized performance in literacy, mathematics, 

and science. Although such indicators provide important information about learning, 

their dominance can narrow how educational success is understood and evaluated 

(Koretz, 2008; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Educational theory has historically assigned 

schooling broader purposes, including intellectual development, social participation, 
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moral formation, well-being, and preparation for responsible life (Biesta, 2010; Dewey, 

1916; Noddings, 2005). 

Empirical research increasingly supports this broader perspective. Social-emotional 

learning (SEL) interventions can improve social-emotional competencies, behavior, and, 

in some contexts, academic outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017). Self-

regulation and motivational processes are associated with academic development 

(Richardson et al., 2012; Zimmerman, 1990), while character education, well-being, and 

flourishing have become increasingly prominent educational concerns (Berkowitz, 2011; 

Huppert & So, 2013; Kristjánsson, 2015). 

However, these research traditions remain theoretically fragmented. Cognitive 

development, SEL, character education, values education, self-regulation, and well-being 

are often examined independently, using different theoretical assumptions and 

measurement strategies. Consequently, it remains unclear whether cognitive, social-

emotional, and character development should be understood as separate educational 

outcomes, interacting developmental domains, or manifestations of a broader construct. 

This paper addresses this problem by proposing the Holistic Educational Development 

Model (HEDM). The model conceptualizes cognitive, social-emotional, and character 

development as distinct but interconnected domains and specifies the educational 

conditions and developmental mechanisms through which schools may influence them. 

It further proposes a longitudinal multilevel research design for testing the model while 

preserving multidimensionality rather than reducing holistic development to a single 

composite score. 

2. Beyond Achievement-Centered Education 

The case for moving beyond achievement-centered evaluation is conceptual, empirical, 

and methodological. Conceptually, educational achievement represents one important 

outcome of schooling but does not exhaust its purposes. Educational traditions concerned 

with growth, formation, care, and human flourishing emphasize capacities and 

dispositions extending beyond academic performance (Biesta, 2010; Dewey, 1916; 

Noddings, 2005). 

Empirically, strong reliance on standardized achievement indicators may encourage 

curriculum narrowing and teaching to the test (Koretz, 2008; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). At 

the same time, evidence from SEL, character education, and well-being research 

demonstrates that schools influence outcomes extending beyond academic knowledge 

(Berkowitz, 2011; Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017). 

However, replacing achievement-centered evaluation with a single “whole-child” index 

would reproduce the same reductionist problem. Cognitive, social-emotional, and 

character development may be related without being interchangeable. HEDM therefore 

treats them as theoretically distinct but potentially interacting developmental domains 

whose relationships should be established empirically. 
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3. Theoretical Foundations of Holistic Educational Development 

Cognitive development encompasses the acquisition and use of knowledge, higher-order 

thinking, and capacities for regulating learning. Research on cognitive engagement, 

formative assessment, and self-regulated learning demonstrates that educational 

environments influence not only what students know but how they think, monitor, and 

adapt their learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Chi & Wylie, 2014; Panadero, 2017; 

Zimmerman, 1990). 

Social-emotional development concerns competencies involved in understanding and 

regulating emotions, relating effectively to others, and making responsible decisions. 

Research on SEL consistently indicates that these competencies are educationally 

malleable and associated with behavioral, interpersonal, and academic outcomes (Durlak 

et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017). Motivation and belonging are also important because 

students develop through relationships and through experiences of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Character development concerns dispositions that orient students toward responsible, 

ethical, persistent, and socially constructive action. Character education draws on moral-

developmental, care-ethical, and virtue-based traditions and encompasses moral, 

performance, and civic dimensions (Berkowitz, 2011; Kristjánsson, 2015). Values provide 

an important motivational foundation for this domain because they organize priorities 

that influence judgment and conduct (Schwartz, 1992, 2012). 

These three domains are conceptually distinguishable but developmentally 

interconnected. Self-regulation, for example, contributes to academic learning, emotional 

management, and persistence. Engagement and belonging similarly operate across 

domains. HEDM therefore treats engagement, self-regulation, and belonging as cross-

domain process mechanisms, rather than additional developmental domains. Well-being 

and flourishing are positioned differently. Rather than treating them as fourth 

developmental domains, HEDM conceptualizes them primarily as broader outcomes 

associated with patterns of cognitive, social-emotional, and character development. 

Flourishing is itself multidimensional and should not be interpreted as a single endpoint 

or as automatically resulting from educational success (Huppert & So, 2013; Keyes, 2002; 

VanderWeele, 2017). 

This integration retains several important tensions. Competence is not equivalent to 

virtue; academic achievement does not necessarily imply well-being; culturally valued 

forms of character may differ; and positive correlations among domains do not justify 

collapsing them into a single score. These distinctions provide the theoretical basis for 

HEDM’s multidimensional structure. 

4. Integrative Research Gap 

Existing research provides substantial evidence concerning cognitive learning, social-

emotional development, character, self-regulation, and well-being. However, these 

traditions have not been sufficiently integrated into a testable framework specifying how 

major developmental domains relate to one another and how educational environments 

may contribute to their development. 
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Three issues remain particularly important. First, the structural relationship among 

cognitive, social-emotional, and character development remains insufficiently established. 

Second, the mechanisms connecting educational conditions to these developmental 

domains require clearer specification. Third, multidimensional educational development 

requires a measurement strategy that preserves meaningful differences among domains 

rather than obscuring them through a single composite indicator. 

HEDM addresses these issues by specifying a multidimensional developmental structure, 

theoretically defined educational conditions and mechanisms, and an empirical strategy 

for examining both commonality and domain-specific variation. 

5. The Holistic Educational Development Model 

HEDM consists of four interconnected components. Educational conditions include 

instructional quality, school climate, teacher–student relationships, assessment practices, 

and co-curricular opportunities. Process mechanisms engagement, self-regulation, and 

belonging represent the pathways through which these conditions may influence 

development. Developmental domains comprise cognitive, social-emotional, and 

character development. Finally, distal outcomes include academic achievement, well-

being, flourishing, and prosocial action. 

The central structural proposition is that cognitive, social-emotional, and character 

development are positively related but retain meaningful domain-specific variance. 

Whether these relationships are best represented by correlated factors, a higher-order 

factor, or another theoretically defensible structure is treated as an empirical question 

rather than assumed in advance. A central principle of HEDM is therefore 

multidimensional evaluation. Even if a general developmental factor is empirically 

supported, educational effectiveness should not automatically be represented by a single 

holistic score. Domain-level results and developmental profiles may provide more 

educationally meaningful information by revealing, for example, students who 

demonstrate strong academic development alongside weaker social-emotional outcomes 

or strong character development alongside academic difficulties. 
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Figure 1. The Holistic Educational Development Model (HEDM): conditions, mechanisms, domains, and 

outcomes. 
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Table 1. Domains, subdimensions, and measures in the HEDM. 

Domain Subdimensions Illustrative measures 

Cognitive development 
Knowledge and understanding; 

higher-order thinking; self-

regulated learning competence 

Standardized achievement; teacher 

ratings; MSLQ strategy scales 

(Pintrich et al., 1993) 

Social-emotional 

development 

Emotional competence; 

interpersonal competence; 

responsible decision-making 

SSIS-RS/SEL edition (Gresham et al., 

2011); self- and teacher-report 

Character development 
Moral character; performance 

character; civic character; value 

orientation (Schwartz) 

VIA-Youth (Park & Peterson, 2006); 

PVQ-21 (Schwartz et al., 2001) 

Process mechanisms 
Engagement; self-regulation; 

belonging 

Engagement scales (Skinner et al., 

2008); MSLQ; belonging/climate scales 

(Bear et al., 2011) 

Distal outcomes 
Achievement; well-being; 

flourishing; prosocial action 

GPA/tests; SWLS (Diener et al., 1985); 

WEMWBS (Tennant et al., 2007); 

flourishing measures (Huppert & So, 

2013; VanderWeele, 2017) 

6. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The study addresses four research questions: 

RQ1. What is the structural relationship among cognitive, social-emotional, and character 

development? 

RQ2. How are educational conditions associated with development across the three 

domains, and are these relationships explained by engagement, self-regulation, and 

belonging? 

RQ3. How do developmental patterns and educational influences vary across students 

and school contexts? 

RQ4. How do the three domains develop over time, and what complementarities or trade-

offs emerge among them? 

The following hypotheses guide the empirical study: 

H1. A three-domain model of cognitive, social-emotional, and character development will 

provide a better representation of the data than a unidimensional model, while retaining 

meaningful correlations among domains. 

H2. Positive educational conditions including instructional quality, school climate, 

supportive teacher–student relationships, assessment practices, and co-curricular 

opportunities will be associated with stronger development across the three domains. 

H3. Engagement, self-regulation, and belonging will partially mediate relationships 

between educational conditions and developmental outcomes. 

H4. Cognitive, social-emotional, and character development will demonstrate reciprocal 

longitudinal relationships while retaining substantial domain-specific variance. 
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H5. Students will exhibit distinguishable multidimensional developmental profiles, 

including profiles characterized by relatively uneven development across domains. 

H6. Relationships between educational conditions and developmental domains will vary 

according to student and school characteristics, indicating that holistic development is 

context-dependent rather than uniform. 

7. Methodology 

The study will use a longitudinal multilevel design involving secondary-school students 

aged 12–17 recruited from multiple schools and educational contexts. Stratified cluster 

sampling will be used where feasible to capture variation in school type, socio-economic 

background, and student characteristics. Three annual waves of data are proposed to 

examine both developmental change and stability. 

Sample size will be determined through model-based power analysis or Monte Carlo 

simulation, with particular attention to the multilevel structure of students nested within 

schools and the complexity of the planned latent-variable models. Separate attention will 

be given to statistical power for school-level effects, longitudinal pathways, and subgroup 

comparisons. 

Measures will represent the three HEDM developmental domains: cognitive 

development, social-emotional development, and character development. Cognitive 

development will include achievement and learning-regulation indicators; social-

emotional development will include emotional and interpersonal competence; and 

character development will include moral, performance, civic, and values-related 

indicators. Engagement, self-regulation, and belonging will be assessed as cross-domain 

process mechanisms. Educational conditions will include instructional quality, school 

climate, teacher–student relationships, assessment practices, and co-curricular 

opportunities. Distal outcomes will include achievement, well-being, flourishing, and 

prosocial behavior. 

Validated measures will be used where suitable and adapted carefully across linguistic 

and cultural contexts. Measurement quality will be evaluated using confirmatory factor 

analysis, reliability estimates, and tests of convergent and discriminant validity. 

Measurement invariance across time and selected groups will be examined where sample 

size permits. 

Missing data and attrition will be analyzed explicitly. Full-information maximum 

likelihood or other appropriate modern missing-data procedures will be used, 

supplemented by sensitivity analyses when necessary. 

Ethical approval will be obtained before data collection. Participation will require parental 

consent and student assent, data will be anonymized or pseudonymized, and appropriate 

safeguarding and data-protection procedures will be followed. 

8. Analysis Strategy 

Analysis will proceed in four stages; first, the measurement structure of the three 

developmental domains will be tested. A correlated three-factor model will be compared 

with theoretically plausible alternatives, including a unidimensional model and, where 
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justified, a higher-order model. More complex structures such as bifactor models will be 

considered only if theoretically necessary and psychometrically interpretable. Second, 

multilevel structural models will examine whether school-level educational conditions are 

associated with cognitive, social-emotional, and character development and whether 

engagement, self-regulation, and belonging help explain these relationships. Student-level 

and school-level variance will be distinguished explicitly. Third, longitudinal analyses 

will examine change and reciprocal relationships across the three domains. Growth 

models and longitudinal structural models will be used to determine whether 

development in one domain is associated with subsequent change in another. Fourth, 

person-centered analyses will explore whether students exhibit distinguishable 

developmental profiles, including relatively balanced and uneven patterns across 

domains. These profiles will be compared on distal outcomes such as achievement, well-

being, and flourishing. Confirmatory analyses will be preregistered, exploratory analyses 

will be clearly identified, and effect sizes and confidence intervals will be emphasized 

alongside statistical significance. 

9. Planned Results 

No empirical findings are reported because data have not yet been collected; The 

completed study will report: (a) descriptive statistics and measurement quality; (b) 

comparisons of alternative models of holistic educational development; (c) multilevel 

relationships between educational conditions, mechanisms, and developmental domains; 

(d) longitudinal patterns of change and reciprocal influence; and (e) developmental 

profiles and their relationships with achievement, well-being, and flourishing. Results that 

do not support the proposed framework will be reported fully and used to revise HEDM 

rather than treated as failed confirmation. 

10. Discussion 

The main theoretical question is whether cognitive, social-emotional, and character 

development are best understood as distinct but interacting educational domains. 

If the three-domain structure is supported, this would strengthen the argument that 

holistic educational development should not be reduced either to academic achievement 

or to a single undifferentiated “whole-child” construct. A higher-order factor, if 

supported, could indicate shared developmental variance, but domain-specific 

information would remain theoretically and practically important. 

Evidence that educational conditions operate through engagement, self-regulation, and 

belonging would provide a more mechanistic account of holistic education. It would 

suggest that schools influence multiple developmental domains not only through separate 

programs but through broader relational and instructional environments. 

Longitudinal results would be especially important because they could clarify whether 

development across domains is reciprocal. For example, social-emotional competence 

may support later academic engagement, while academic success may influence 

subsequent well-being. Such findings would support a dynamic rather than strictly 

hierarchical account of development. 
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Person-centered analyses could further identify students with uneven developmental 

patterns, such as strong academic performance accompanied by weaker well-being or 

character outcomes. These profiles would illustrate why multidimensional reporting is 

educationally more informative than a single composite score. 

11. Contributions to Educational Theory 

HEDM makes four principal theoretical contributions; First, it provides a testable 

multidimensional structure for holistic educational development rather than treating 

whole-child education as a broad normative aspiration. Second, it distinguishes 

developmental domains from developmental mechanisms. Cognitive, social-emotional, 

and character development represent outcomes, whereas engagement, self-regulation, 

and belonging represent processes through which educational environments may 

influence those outcomes. Third, it integrates without collapsing distinct research 

traditions. SEL, character education, values education, and cognitive learning remain 

conceptually distinguishable while being positioned within one developmental 

architecture. Fourth, it reframes educational effectiveness as a profile of development 

across domains, rather than as a single achievement metric or holistic index. 

12. Implications for Curriculum, Assessment, and Policy 

If supported, HEDM would suggest that holistic education should be pursued through 

coherent school environments rather than through disconnected programs. Instructional 

quality, supportive relationships, formative assessment, school climate, and co-curricular 

opportunities may provide conditions that support several developmental domains 

simultaneously. For assessment, the central implication is that holistic development 

should be reported multidimensionally. Domain scores and developmental profiles may 

reveal strengths and vulnerabilities that are hidden by composite indices. Policy 

applications should therefore avoid replacing test-score accountability with a single 

“whole-child” ranking. A stronger approach would combine academic indicators with 

transparent, domain-specific measures of social-emotional and character development 

while acknowledging uncertainty and cultural variation in how these outcomes are 

valued. 

13. Limitations 

Several limitations should be acknowledged; First, the paper presents a research protocol, 

and the proposed model remains to be tested empirically. Second, observational 

longitudinal data cannot establish causality with the same confidence as experimental or 

quasi-experimental designs. Third, some social-emotional and character measures rely on 

self-report or teacher report and may be affected by social-desirability or reference-group 

bias. Fourth, the boundaries among developmental domains are theoretically contestable 

and may not be reproduced identically across cultural contexts. Fifth, longitudinal 

attrition may introduce bias despite appropriate missing-data procedures. Finally, HEDM 

necessarily simplifies a complex developmental system and does not capture every 

educational, familial, or societal influence on students. 
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14. Future Research 

Future research should test HEDM using experimental and quasi-experimental designs 

that manipulate school-level conditions and examine their effects across developmental 

domains. Micro-longitudinal approaches, including experience sampling, could clarify 

how engagement, self-regulation, and belonging operate within individuals over shorter 

time scales. Further work should also improve performance-based measurement of social-

emotional and character development, examine cross-cultural generalizability, and test 

whether multidimensional reporting formats lead to better educational decision-making 

than composite scores. 

15. Conclusion 

Educational effectiveness cannot be understood adequately through academic 

achievement alone. At the same time, expanding evaluation should not mean collapsing 

every desirable outcome into a single “whole-child” index. The Holistic Educational 

Development Model proposes an alternative: cognitive, social-emotional, and character 

development are treated as distinct but interacting domains shaped by educational 

conditions and cross-domain developmental mechanisms. The proposed longitudinal 

multilevel study provides a framework for testing these relationships and for examining 

how students develop across domains over time. Its central contribution is therefore both 

theoretical and methodological: to evaluate education more broadly without sacrificing 

the multidimensional structure that gives holistic development its meaning. 
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