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Bilingualism, the ability to speak two languages, has ever increasing importance in Wales. This is clearly shown by Welsh Government (2017) vision to have one million fluent Welsh speakers by 2050. They believe that the Welsh language is one of Wales’s greatest treasures and it helps define Wales as a nation. They are adamant that Wales needs to reach a point where the Welsh language is an integral part of all aspects of people's lives, and beginning to speak, read and learn Welsh in early years settings can only help achieve this goal.  

Powys County Council (N.D.) are of the opinion that there is a plethora of benefits to a child being bilingual. They begin by saying that being bilingual has a positive effect on keeping the brain active in later life and can also reduce the risk of dementia. UCLA Health (N.D.) have completed a study which corroborates this opinion. Upon completion of a study on 254 Alzheimer's patients they found that those patients who were bilingual could stall dementia symptoms by up to four years in comparison to those patients who can only speak one language, monolinguals. They suggest that having the ability to speak and think in two languages allows the individual to build up a cognitive reserve which helps stem the decline from Alzheimer’s to dementia. Alzheimer’s Society (2017) have also conducted research into this theory and agree with the opinion that being bilingual can indeed delay the onset of dementia. They go on to say that in comparison to monolinguals, bilinguals showed increased functional connections in specific parts of the brain involved in executive control. They also are of the opinion that the extent of which they used their second language poses a clear link to activities in key neural areas. 

Powys County Council (N.D.) also believes that being bilingual gives the child access to different cultures and different worlds of experience. The Welsh Government (N.D.) states that the current system of teaching and learning Welsh in English medium schools has to change. They are of the opinion that the Welsh language is a vital part of the Welsh culture and identity, so more learners need to be supported in being able to access it. Speaking Welsh and being bilingual will give the children access to Welsh books, television shows, songs and being able to enjoy and take part in important cultural events in Wales such as the eisteddfod. In my activity we sang a number of songs and learnt numbers in Welsh which a child in an early years setting would be able to learn and then share with their families and friends, which will only help increase not only their confidence but also the people with whom they share their knowledge with. 

Trautner (2019), looks at why children aged 0-3 are best equipped at beginning to learn two languages. She goes on to say that children of that age have brains that are uniquely suited to learn multiple languages as it is at its most flexible stage. She believes that children as young as 6 months old can excel in detecting a switch to a second language and picking up a second language can come as easy to them as walking and learning their primary language. During my activity my aim was to use both English and Welsh to increase the learners ability of not only speaking the language but picking up switches between each one. By making it engaging and fun the children would be able to relate back to that experience and as a result remember the numbers they were being taught in Welsh. Baker (2001) believes that the effectiveness of a bilingual education and how quickly children can pick up a second language is not necessarily dependent on an individual classroom and schools characteristics. He is of the opinion that social, economic, cultural and political differences can play a role in how effective the bilingual education can be. For example, the willingness of the practitioner to both involve and build good relationships with parents and the community can play a part in effective bilingual education. If a parent is not comfortable with their child beginning to speak a second language and not willing to help them speak it in the home environment this could have a detrimental effect on their child’s learning. 

Xia, An and Guo, J. (2022) look at the link between bilingualism and creativity or divergent thinking. They believe that the skills that bilingualists use switching back and forth from one language to another helps foster the cognitive processes linked to creative or divergent thinking. Conversely, a study conducted by students of the UWTSD (2024) disagrees with this theory. Within the study both monolingual and bilingual students from the same schools took part in three measures of divergent thinking. The results showed that there were no differences between the monolingual and bilingual students across any of the divergent thinking measures. They go on to say that the study shows that there is no evidence to show that bilingual students hold any advantage in the divergent thinking aspect of creativity amongst students, which in turn suggests that previous results from other theorists could have been affected by false positives. They finish by saying that although bilingualism has many benefits to children, increasing divergent thinking is not one of them. 

Senedd Wales (2022) look at the new curriculum Cymraeg. Within the new curriculum they specify four purposes. Ambitious and capable learners, enterprising and creative contributors, ethical and informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world and finally healthy and confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling lives as members of society. Making bilingualism a foundation of the curriculum lends itself to ensuring all four purposes are reached. Learning two languages will make learners far more capable and ambitious as they will be able to access more material and push themselves to try more challenging tasks whether that be in their primary or secondary language. As previously noted, some theorists believe that being bilingual results in increased creative capacity consequently, the second purpose of creating enterprising and creative contributors would be fulfilled. The third purpose looks at creating ethical and informed citizens who are ready to become citizens of Wales. Learning Welsh from an early age through early years, foundation phase and KS2 will allow the learner to develop confidence in speaking Welsh and as a result be able to tap into Welsh culture more and contribute to Welsh society effectively. Finally, being healthy and confident people can be developed by being bilingual as being able to speak two languages helps bring on the confidence of the individual as they will be able to engage with an increased number of people in differing circles of life. Jenkins (2020) on bera.ac.uk looks at how the new Welsh curriculum is battling the current ‘language crisis’ within the country. She admits that the possibility of learning Welsh over the last twenty years has been incredibly challenging due to it being non compulsory past KS3. She goes on to say however, that the new curriculum is looking at tackling these issues head on. It focusses on the value of promoting a younger individuals learning of all languages, English, Welsh and ‘international languages’ they use languages as a ‘key to helping to understand the world around us’. In my activity I used both English and Welsh effectively to teach numbers in Welsh to the Early Years learners. By interchanging between the two languages, I gave the learners opportunity to understand the context behind the activity by speaking English whilst also encouraging their Welsh development by focusing the activity on learning numbers in Welsh. 

To conclude, the evidence clearly shows that there are a number of positives that children can pick up by being bilingual. Whether that be being able to embrace their own culture more and also increase their brains cognitive ability therefore reducing risk of dementia in later life. It is also clear from the evidence that the earlier a child is exposed to bilingualism the better as their brain is most flexible and able to learn and retain two languages at an early stage in their lives. Consequently, it is our responsibility as early years practitioners that we facilitate and enable the opportunity for learners to begin on their bilingual journey just as I did in my activity. By making it fun and engaging whilst also linking it to the Welsh language gives the learner the best chance possible to begin learning the language and benefit from being bilingual for the rest of their lives. 
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