	
	ECEY4004
2306989




ECEY4004 Multilingualism, Multi Thinking

Just to define:
· Bilingualism is the ability to speak and understand two languages  
· Multilingualism, as it suggests, is the ability to speak and understand multiple languages
If I knew then what I know now:
· Appreciate the benefits of bilingualism
· My own children's education – Welsh medium
An article on the University of Cambridge, (no date), by Michael Evans, an Emeritus Reader who specialises in research related to second language education emphasised  the advantage of multilingualism in education, looking at the relationship between language and learning. His findings suggest being bilingual enriches a learner's cognitive ability and contributed to being more interconnected and culturally aware. The language is intricately intertwined with cultural nuances and customs and helps the learner to negotiate social interactions with confidence and sensitivity, forging meaningful relationships with other learners from diverse backgrounds.
According to Xia, An, Guo, (2022), bilingualism in the early years offers a wealth of benefits and can positively impact children's development
· promotes better cognitive flexibility, focus and creativity in children. 
Numerous studies (Hommel, Colzato, Fischer and Christoffells, 2011; Kharkhurin, 2011; Lee and Kim, 2010, 2011; Leikin and Tovli, 2014) have shown that bilingualism is positively correlated with creativity referring to the capacity to generate novel, unique, and valuable ideas (Van Dijk et al, 2018).
Bilingual children often show higher levels of divergent and convergent thinking,
· generating multiple answers or solutions to a problem measured by fluency, flexibility, and originality
· while using their skills to analyse information using existing knowledge or traditional methods to find the best answer. 
It is thought the skills involved in switching between languages may contribute to these cognitive processes, associated with creativity (Xia, An, Guo, 2022).

Vygotsky emphasised the importance of language in cognitive development and believed that bilingualism offers a multifaceted cognitive advantage, fostering flexible perceptions and interpretations of the world (Garcia, 2009).

Grove et al (2021) documented an intellectual advantage among bilingual children where they outperform their monolingual peers in cognitive tests. 
This advantage is attributed to their ability to switch between languages and adapt to different linguistic contexts. 
They possess a remarkable skill, seamlessly transitioning from one language to another and adjusting their communication style based on the specific language environment they are in.
Singapore University (2023) also state that bilingualism impacts social development, giving greater communicative flexibility allowing more effective, meaningful interactions with people from diverse language and cultural backgrounds.
Ceurstemont (2021) agrees that bilingual people effortlessly switch between languages during everyday interactions, which is obviously useful in communications, but goes on to explain that bilingualism can affect and enhance how the brain works.
Researchers at Vita-Salute San Rafaele University in Milan studied and compared brain scans of bilingual and monolingual individuals and found the bilingual individuals have significantly more gray matter in the ACC (Anterior Cingulate Cortex). The ACC is one of the portions of the brain involved in executive functioning, attention, decision making, motivation, and emotional regulation (Kovelam, Baker, and Petitto, 2008). 
Being bilingual can be a mental workout that fine tunes the mind, much like a physical workout strengthens muscle. Having the ability to regularly switch between two languages, interpreting which language needs to be used and at which time, strengthens brain muscle and can build cognitive reserve. By routinely switching between languages, bilingual people stimulate their brains, enhancing executive functions. Regularly juggling two languages trains the brain to filter out unnecessary information which helps to improve focus and attention even when unrelated to language (Ceurstemont, 2021).
According to Gray (2021) babies who grow up bilingually demonstrate superior brain functions compared to monolingual children. Their cognitive control is enhanced meaning they are better managing attention and being able to switch between tasks. This cognitive flexibility contributes to better focus and adaptability.
Bilingual children and babies show increased brain activity associated with executive functions. The prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for high-level thinking and awareness, is more engaged in bilingual brains and good cognitive control is linked to better outcomes in various aspects of life, including:
· Education
· Job prospects
· Overall well-being
Garcia (2009, page 31)) states that “Language plays a vital role in todays globalised world, and it is more important than ever in education.” 
When educating children bilingually, it is imperative the child is supported effectively as it is crucial, not only for their language development but also their overall well-being. According to Baker (2014), practitioners need to be sensitive and encourage the use of their home language to help them stay connected to their cultural roots. Supporting them respectfully will help them to differentiate between the languages and cultures, fostering bilingualism. 
Playing games, interactive activities, books, songs, and storytelling that expose the child to both languages will enrich vocabulary and language skills (Smidt, 2016). UNCRC article thirty, states “Every child has the right to learn and use the language, customs and religion of their family, whether or not these are shared by the majority of the people in the country where they live” (UNICEF, no date).
[bookmark: _Int_GnukgUup]There is a significant focus in Wales on bilingualism in early years education. In fact, the Welsh Government’s vision is to have one million people able to enjoy speaking and using the Welsh language by 2050 (Early Years Wales, no date).
The Welsh Language Act was established in 1993 with the primary goal of promoting and facilitating the use of the Welsh language. The act aimed to ensure that both Welsh and English languages are treated equally (Welsh Government, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_JR2D3a8B]The main focus is on developing Welsh language skills with gradual and natural language acquisition through firsthand experiences. 
Practitioners are instrumental in creating a bilingual environment. They raise awareness of the Welsh language by incorporating it into everyday routines such as the morning activity I showed where repetitive language and songs are used to reinforce basic language skills, giving lots of opportunities to practise and refine these language skills.
Play-based activities support young children using basic Welsh language skills and repetitive language patterns, through songs and basic conversation support the language being embedded.
In Wales, nurturing bilingualism and cultural diversity from an early age goes beyond the use of language alone, and while language is indeed a crucial aspect, it represents just one facet that it encompasses. It connects children with identity, customs, traditions, art, music, cuisine, through shared experiences (Welsh Government, 2010).
Having simple books and toys can celebrate cultural diversity and displaying posters and pictures can help children to feel included and valued.
Inclusion is the foundation for promoting additional languages and cultural diversity, so practitioners need to ensure the learning environments reflect the diverse backgrounds, cultures, languages, and family structures of the children within the setting (Darr and Ng, 2023). 
It is therefore essential that practitioners create an inclusive educational setting that embraces bilingualism so every child can feel valued and respected.
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