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Bilingualism and Multilingualism 

Bilingualism refers to the ability to uses two languages, while multilingualism refers 

to the use of more than two languages in communication across different contexts 

(Cambridge Assessment International Education, 2017; Cambridge University, 

2019). In early childhood education, multilingualism is increasingly common and is 

recognised as supporting inclusion, identity and cognitive development (Cambridge 

University, 2019; Gianni, 2024; Bialystok, 2016). 

Cummins (1979) argues that languages are interdependent. Meaning skills 

developed in one language can support development in another. This challenges 

earlier deficit perspective of bilingualism that suggested it may delay learning, 

instead it positions itself as an educational advantage when supported effectively 

(Bialystok. 2016). Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory further suggests that language is 

developed through social interaction within the Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD), where learning occurs through scaffolding from a more knowledgeable other 

(Eun, 2019). 

This paper critically examines the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism. Welsh 

and English as an Additional Language (EAL), brain development and divergent 

thinking. It also evaluates key educational frameworks supporting multilingual 

education. A recorded “What’s in the Bag?” English-Urdu vocabulary activity is used 

throughout to demonstrate how theory is applied in practice through repetition, 

modelling and interaction. 

 

Cummins’ (1979) interdependence hypothesis suggests that literacy and cognitive 

skills transfer across languages, meaning development in one language can 



strengthen conceptual understanding in another. This supports the view that 

bilingualism enhances rather than hinders development when both languages are 

valued. 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory emphasises that learning occurs through social 

interactions. Eun (2019) highlights the ZPD, where children develop understanding 

through guided support. In the “What’s in the Bag?” activity, this is demonstrated 

through practitioner modelling of vocabulary such as “apple-seb” “book-kitaab”, 

followed by repetition and guided recall before children attempt independent recall 

(Eun, 2019; Shabani et al., 2010). 

Bialystok (2016) found that bilingual children often demonstrate stronger 

metalinguistic awareness, understanding that objects can be represented by different 

linguistic labels. This is directly reflected in the activity where children recognise that 

one object has two names across languages. 

Giannini (2024) highlights that multilingual education promotes inclusion and identity 

particularly for children from linguistically diverse backgrounds. However, Flippi et 

al., (2024) caution that bilingual advantages are not universal and may be influenced 

by socioeconomic context and quality of language exposure. 

Therefore, bilingualism should not be viewed as automatically beneficial, but rather 

as dependent on high-quality interaction, consistent exposure and supportive 

educational environments (Filippi et al., (2024; Bialystok, 2016) as demonstrated in 

structured bilingual activities. 

In Wales, bilingual education is supported through the national policies that promotes 

both Welsh language development and inclusive support for multilingual learners; 

Welsh Government (2015b) highlights the importance of developing effective 

provision for English as an Additional Language (EAL), while Welsh Government 

(2021) emphasises the importance of maintaining children’s home languages as part 

of identity and wellbeing. 

Immersion approaches play a key role in Welsh language development. Hickey and 

de Mejía (2014) explain that immersion supports natural language acquisition 

through meaningful exposure rather than formal instruction. Welsh Government 



(2024) further states that Welsh language learning is embedded in everyday 

interactions within early years settings. 

The “What’s in the Bag?” activity reflects immersion principles by exposing children 

to repeated vocabulary in English and Urdu within meaningful contexts. Rather than 

privileging one language over the other, both are valued equally (Hickey and de 

Mejía, 2014; Welsh Government, 2024).  

Dallimore and Cunnington-Wynn (2017) highlight that language use in early years 

settings influences children’s identity and engagement. Similarly, Kalogirou et al., 

(2017) demonstrate that interactive vocabulary-based approaches are effective in 

supporting language acquisition. 

However, Stewart et al., (2024) identify a gap between policy and practice, 

suggesting that practitioners may require further training and confidence to 

effectively implement multilingual strategies in early years settings. Overall, effective 

bilingual education requires both strong policy frameworks and skilled practitioners 

who can embed language learning into meaningful interactions. 

Early childhood is a critical period for brain development, during which language 

exposure significantly shapes cognitive processes. Bilingualism has been associated 

with improved executive functioning, including attention control, working memory and 

cognitive flexibility (Bialystok, 2016).  

Junge and Cutler (2014) highlight that early word recognition is strongly linked to 

later language development, reflecting the importance of early cognitive processing 

in brain development. In the “What’s in the Bag?” activity, repeated exposure to 

vocabulary such as “apple-seb” supports memory, recognition and recall across 

languages, strengthening early language processing skills. 

Bialystok and Werker (2016) highlight that bilingual children are exposed to a richer 

linguistic environment, requiring them to recognise, differentiate and interpret 

language patterns across two systems. Such experiences are thought to support 

neural adaptation associated with language learning and cognitive processing 

(Bialystok, 2016). 

Cummins (1979) further suggests that cognitive and linguistic skills transfer between 

languages, meaning development in one language can support learning in another. 



This reflects cognitive processes involved in brain development, where prior 

linguistic knowledge supports new language acquisition and more efficient learning. 

This is supported by research highlighting the relationship between early language 

processing and later development (Junge and Cutler, 2014) and evidence that 

bilingual experiences influence cognitive development (Bialystok, 2016). 

Filippi et al., (2024) emphasise that bilingual outcomes are shaped by environmental 

and socioeconomic contexts, suggesting that language development is highly 

sensitive to variation in exposure and opportunity. Overall, bilingual experiences may 

support the cognitive development through strengthened memory, attention and 

processing skills, although outcomes vary depending on environmental and 

socioeconomic factors (Bialystok, 2016; Filippi et al., (2024). 

Divergent thinking refers to the ability to generate multiple ideas, interpretations or 

solutions and is closely associated with creativity and cognitive flexibility, which may 

be influenced by bilingual language use and switching between linguistic systems 

(Booton et al., 2021; Su et al., 2026). 

Booton et al., (2021) found that bilingual children may demonstrate enhanced 

divergent thinking in idea-generated tasks, likely due to increased cognitive flexibility 

from managing multiple language systems. Storme et al., (2017) further suggest that 

language switching can increase the originality of responses in creativity-based 

tasks. 

However, Van Dijk et al., (2018) argue that creativity should not be attributed solely 

to bilingualism but rather understood as a product of broader sociocultural and 

environmental influences, highlighting the importance of considering context rather 

than assuming direct causal relationships. 

Su et al., (2026) emphasise that multicultural attitudes and openness to experience 

contribute significantly to creative thinking development, reinforcing the role of 

inclusive educational environments.  

In the “What’s in the Bag?” activity, divergent thinking is supported as children 

recognise that a single object can be represented in multiple ways (e.g., “book” and 

“kitaab”) encouraging flexible thinking and an understanding that meaning is not 

fixed to one linguistic form (Booton et al., 2021; Van Dijk et al., 2018). Overall, while 



bilingualism may support aspects of divergent thinking, creativity is shaped by a 

combination of cognitive, cultural and educational factors rather than bilingualism 

alone (Van Dijk et al., 2018; Su et al., 2026). 

Educational frameworks in Wales strongly support bilingual and multilingual 

development. Welsh Government (2015a) promotes creative learning approaches 

that enhance engagement, communication and language learning. Welsh 

Government (2024a) further emphasises immersive language learning as central to 

early years Welsh language development. 

Welsh Government (2021) highlights the importance of maintaining Welsh within 

families, aligning with Cummins’ (1979) theory that home language development 

supports overall linguistic competence through interdependence. 

Powell et al., (2023) emphasises that creative learning programmes improve 

engagement and participation. Cultural Learning Alliance (2017) highlights the 

importance of cultural learning in developing identity, communication and 

educational outcomes. McTavish (2021) further argues that recognising cultural 

capital is essential in supporting inclusive early years practice. 

The “What’s in the Bag?” activity aligns with these frameworks by embedding 

language learning with a meaningful, interactive and culturally inclusive experience, 

supporting communication and identity development through equal value placed on 

English and Urdu. (Welsh Government, 2015a; Welsh Government, 2024; Cultural 

Learning Alliance, 2017; McTavish, 2021). 

However, Stewart et al., (2024) highlight a gap between policy and classroom 

implementation, suggesting that practitioner training, confidence and resource 

availability remain key challenges. Overall, frameworks emphasise that multilingual 

education must be embedded within everyday practice, not treated as an additional 

or separate activity (Welsh Government. 2015a; Welsh Government, 2024; Hickey 

and de Mejía, 2014; Giannini, 2024). 

In conclusion, bilingualism and multilingualism offer significant cognitive, linguistic 

and social benefits when supported effectively in early childhood education, 

Cummins (1979) and Vygotsky (Eun, 2019) emphasise the importance of language 

transfer and scaffolded learning, while research by Bialystok (2016) and others 



highlights cognitive and metalinguistic advantages. Although Welsh policy strongly 

promotes multilingual education (Welsh Government 2015a; Welsh Government, 

2024a), effective implementation depends on practitioner knowledge, confidence and 

resources. 

Welsh policy frameworks strongly promote bilingual and immersive language 

education, although research indicates that effective implementation depends on 

practitioner skill and consistency (Welsh Government, 2015a; Welsh Government, 

2024; Stewart et al., 2024).  

The “What’s in the Bag?” activity demonstrates how theoretical concepts can be 

translated into practical, interactive bilingual learning experiences using English and 

Urdu (Hickey and de Mejía, 2014; Welsh Government, 2024a; Kalogirou et al., 

2017). Overall, this demonstrates the importance of integrating theory, policy and 

practice to support meaningful bilingual learning in early childhood education. 
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