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Multilingual Practice in the Early Years: A Focus on Bilingualism and Multilingualism
Multilingualism refers to the ability of an individual or community to use multiple languages, whereas bilingualism specifically involves proficiency in two languages and both phenomena are seen as valuable skills in fostering communication, cultural understanding, and cognitive benefits (Bhatia and Ritchie, 2013). According to García (2011), multilingualism in early childhood education increases attention and acts as a significant contributor to a child’s cognitive, social and academic development. Issa and Hatt (2013) discussed how globalization and cultural diversity play a role in ensuring that children today are exposed to more than one language in their everyday environments and in many cases, children are learning additional languages at home, at school, or in their communities. This repetitive and consistent exposure to multiple languages not only enhances and improves communication but also provides a range of cognitive and developmental benefits (Issa and Hatt, 2013). 
Benefits of Bilingualism and Multilingualism in Early Childhood
According to Smidt (2016) the cognitive, social, holistic and emotional benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism are widely acknowledged, with research showing that children who grow up in multilingual environments are better equipped to process complex information, solve problems, and communicate effectively across diverse contexts. Multilingual children can often switch and alternate between languages with ease, this trains their brains to be more adaptable, resulting in cognitive flexibility which also promotes positive holistic development (Smidt, 2016). Bailey et al (2016) discussed that the ability to alternate between different linguistic systems also strengthens children's cognitive control, allowing children to better manage multiple tasks and process information from various perspectives, which is particularly important in academic settings where students need to process information from diverse subjects and contexts. The act of managing multiple languages enhances the brain’s executive control system, improving the child’s ability to plan, organize, and execute tasks which results in heightened problem-solving ability, a key factor in academic success and social competence (smidt, 2016).
Another benefit of multilingualism and bilingualism is improved memory. Bailey et al (2016) suggested that bilingual and multilingual children demonstrate an improved working memory and proficient attention control in comparison to their monolingual peers. Bailey et al (2016) also discussed the importance of constant practice of switching languages and managing two or more linguistic systems because it helps improve memory retention and the ability to focus on specific tasks. These cognitive advantages make bilingual children better learners in the classroom and better able to cope with challenges.
Multilingual children are exposed to different cultural perspectives, traditions, and social norms, fostering a deeper understanding of the world. This increased cultural awareness helps children develop empathy and respect for others, making them more socially competent and capable of interacting with diverse groups of people. In multicultural classrooms, children with multilingual backgrounds are more likely to thrive socially and develop inclusive attitudes (Conteh, 2023).

English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL)
In many parts of the world, children are exposed to languages other than the dominant language of their community. In the United Kingdom, for example, English is widely spoken, but many children enter early years settings where English is an additional language (Conteh, 2023). The same principle applies to Wales, where Welsh is the primary language for many children. English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL) are significant concepts in multilingual early years education. In early years settings, effectively and consistently supporting children who are learning English or Welsh as an additional language is crucial to their holistic and academic development (Conteh, 2023). 
Effective practices for supporting EAL and WAL learners include providing opportunities for these children to use their home languages comfortably in the classroom, incorporating visual aids and gestures, and using scaffolding techniques to build their understanding of new vocabulary. You can begin introducing simple vocabulary and phrases in a playful, context-rich way, using visuals, songs, games, and interactive activities that are relevant to the children’s everyday experiences. Bailey et al (2016) discussed that it is beneficial to consistently reinforce Welsh through repetition and contextual use, allowing children to hear the language in natural situations and pair verbal communication with actions or images to help children make connections between words and their meanings. Incorporating a lot of listening and speaking practice will build children's confidence, while offering positive reinforcement for effort rather than perfection, this not only aids in language acquisition but also helps children feel included and valued in the learning environment (Bailey et al, 2016).
Supporting children who are learning English or Welsh as an additional language promotes inclusion and equity in early childhood education. Ensuring that multilingual learners have access to high-quality education is fundamental to their success, both academically and socially. There are policies that promote language support, such as bilingual education programs and language assistance for families, help to create inclusive learning environments where all children can thrive regardless of their linguistic background (Crisfield, 2021).

Brain Development and Multilingualism

Della Rosa et al (2025) suggested that the impact of multilingualism on brain development is profound and research on neuroplasticity, or the brain’s ability to adapt and change, has shown that early exposure to multiple languages leads to structural changes in the brain. Bilingual and multilingual children tend to have denser grey matter in areas of the brain responsible for language processing, memory, and attention (Della Rosa et al, 2025).
The human brain is highly adaptable in the early years of life, and exposure to multiple languages during this time can enhance the brain’s ability to process and differentiate between various sounds, words, and grammatical structures (Pliatsikas, 2020). According to Pliatsikas (2020) the process of learning multiple languages in childhood can lead to increased cognitive reserves, which can protect against cognitive decline in later life, improving auditory skills.
Berken et al (2017) discussed that there is a critical period for language acquisition, particularly in the first few years of life, when the brain is most receptive to learning languages. During this time, children can effortlessly absorb the sounds, rules, and structures of the languages they are exposed to (Berken et al, 2017). 
Divergent Thinking and Creativity
According to Guillaume and François (2023) divergent thinking is the ability to generate multiple solutions to a problem, is an important cognitive skill that is nurtured in multilingual children. The ability to think in more than one language allows children to approach problems from different angles, enhancing creativity and innovation.
Multilingual children are often better at thinking creatively and solving problems because they can draw from a larger pool of ideas and concepts and the constant switching between languages encourages them to think flexibly, which translates into creative problem-solving skills (Guillaume and François, 2023). For example, a multilingual child might use words or phrases from one language to express a concept that is difficult to articulate in another language. This ability to draw from multiple linguistic systems fosters divergent thinking and creativity, which are important skills in today’s fast-paced, globalized world (Guillaume and François, 2023).
In addition to cognitive flexibility, multilingualism provides children with access to different cultural perspectives. This diversity of thought contributes to more innovative and creative approaches to problem-solving. Multilingual children are more likely to develop an appreciation for different art forms, storytelling traditions, and problem-solving methods, all of which can enhance their creative expression (Rahim et al, 2017).
Links with Relevant Curricula and Policy
The integration of multilingual practices in early childhood education aligns with various educational curricula and policies aimed at fostering inclusive and equitable learning environments. According to Björklund and Björklund (2023) there are curricula frameworks that are designed to accommodate bilingual and multilingual learners, ensuring that they have the support they need to succeed.
In the United Kingdom, for example, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Framework encourages practitioners to be responsive to the linguistic needs of children, particularly those for whose English is an additional language (Department for Education, 2024). This framework stresses the importance of creating an environment that values and supports home languages while also promoting the acquisition of English. The Welsh curriculum, similarly, emphasizes the importance of language diversity, with policies that encourage the teaching of both Welsh and English in schools to support bilingual development (GOV.WALES, 2024).
Government policies at local and national levels have long recognized the importance of supporting multilingual learners (Björklund and Björklund, 2023). In Wales, for example, the Welsh Language Act 1993 and the Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011 aim to increase the use of Welsh in both public and private life, with a particular focus on children’s education. Similarly, the Children and Families Act 2014 in England provides guidelines for supporting children with English as an additional language, ensuring that they are given appropriate language support to help them succeed in their learning.
Conclusion
Overall, multilingual practice in early years education offers a wealth of cognitive, social, and academic benefits for children, enhancing brain development, improve cognitive flexibility, foster divergent thinking, and promote cultural awareness (Berken et al, 2017). Supporting children with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL) ensures that all children, regardless of their linguistic background, have access to quality education and opportunities to succeed. 
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