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Overview- 
Bilingualism and multilingualism refer to the ability to use two or more languages for communication. Bilingualism is commonly defined as the use of two languages by an individual, while multilingualism extends this to three or more languages (NALDIC, 2011; Baker, 2011). These language abilities are developed in diverse ways, including simultaneous bilingualism, where two languages are acquired from birth, successive bilingualism, where a second language is learned after the first, and receptive bilingualism, where individuals understand but not actively use a second language (Kotkov, 2021). 
Promoting bilingualism in schools is a successful tool for social, cultural and cognitive advantages (early years alliance, n.d.). This paper will explore the concept of bilingualism and multilingualism in greater depth. Firstly, it will examine the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism. It will then consider the experiences of learners with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL). The paper will also explore the impact of bilingualism on brain development and its role in supporting divergent thinking. Finally, it will discuss relevant frameworks and programmes that support bilingual and multilingual learners. 


The Benefits of Bilingualism and Multilingualism
Bilingualism and multilingualism offer wide-ranging benefits for children’s development, particularly when supported through cultural learning. Participation in arts and cultural activities has been shown to increase cognitive abilities by 17% and improve attainment in Maths and English. These outcomes closely relate to language learning, as both enhance memory, creativity, and problem-solving. Cultural learning also develops behaviours and skills that help children succeed in school (Culture Learning Alliance, 2017), aligning with the view that language is a ‘valuable linguistic tool’ (Baker, 2011). 
One key benefit of bilingualism is improved communication. Children who speak more than one language can communicate with a wider range of people, including family, their local community, and peers in nursery or school settings. This strengthens relationships and promotes inclusion. In the future, these skills also increase employment opportunities, as multilingual individuals are more adaptable and employable, reflecting evidence that engagement in arts education improves employability and long-term outcomes (Cultural Learning Alliance, 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_ZzaU3KOS]Culturally, bilingualism promotes multiculturism, increased social competence, and social flexibility. Exposure to different languages encourage understanding of different perspectives, leading to greater tolerance and reduced racism and prejudice. This supports the aims of the Ofsted school inspection handbook, which emphasises respect for diversity and understanding of different cultures (Ofsted, 2025). 
Furthermore, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child highlights every child’s right to participate in cultural and artistic life (UNICEF, 1989). Supporting bilingualism through cultural learning helps fulfil this right while contributing to the development of ambitious, creative, and informed individuals, as outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015). 

Welsh and English as an Additional Language

The inclusion of Welsh as an additional language (WAL) and English as an additional language (EAL) is an important asset to have when supporting children in multilingual and diverse educational settings. As stated by Carmarthenshire County Council (2025), ‘some children speak a language other than English or Welsh as their first language... in school, they learn English or Welsh as a second language... through playing, socialising and learning other subjects’. This reflects the growing number of learners in Wales due to migration, resettlement and asylum, bringing a wide range of home languages. WAL learners may also come from English- speaking or international families. 
[bookmark: _Int_eh0DEXMT]Effective support requires a range of pedagogical approaches, including translanguaging, scaffolding, immersion, and language-rich environments. Immersion plays a key role in Wales and internationally, helping to revitalise minority languages such as Welsh, Māori, and Basque. Wales is recognised as a leader in this field, with immersion programmes supporting both new and native speakers (Gorra et al., 2020). However, children are at risk of language attrition if their home language is not maintained (Schmid, 2016). This is further supported by UNESCO (2017) as they claim, ‘education should build on learners existing linguistic resources rather than replace them’. This highlights that the implementation of languages is a valuable resource amongst education as it improves their learning rather than focusing on monolingualism.           
Theoretical perspectives also provide insight into additional languages in practice. Vygotsky (1978) emphasises the importance of social interaction, particularly through the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD) and the role of the ‘More Knowledgeable Other’ (MKO) in supporting language development (Open University, 2026). Additionally, Skinner (1957) and Pavlov (1927) focus on behaviourist theories, suggesting that learning is learnt through repetition, reinforcement, and conditioning (Garcia-Hoz, 2004). These theories underpin practical strategies such as dual-language resources, peer support and culturally responsive teaching, which help learners engage with education (NALDIC, 2011). 

Brain Development
Brain development amongst bilingual and multilingual children indicates cognitive and neurological advantages. Research suggests that bilingual individuals demonstrate enhanced attention control and task-switching abilities due to the need to manage two active languages simultaneously (Marian et al., 2012). This results in enhanced cognitive skills such as creative thinking, improved word concepts, and higher curriculum achievement. This flexibility contributes to higher levels of abstract reasoning and verbal intelligence, as well as increased communication sensitivity and problem-solving ability Bialystok, 2001).
The auditory cortex is where the brain processes auditory information and carries messages to the Wernicke's area. Kuipers and Thierry (2015) state that bilingualism in children improves the auditory cortex as they have enhanced phonological awareness, greater ability to learn new phonemes, and a mature auditory cortex linked to language learning. Language processing areas such as the Wernicke’s area and Broca’s area also show increased connectivity and grey matter in bilinguals, supporting both language comprehension and speech production (Hofman, 2020). Additionally, the motor cortex which involves speech production and speech perception is also enhanced through bilingualism as the production of a second language associated with increased activity in the motor cortex (Hofman, 2020). 
Moreover, other research states that bilingulism is positively associated with creativity and researchers have pointed to the role of ‘executive functioning’ to explain this association and that several executive functions are better developed among bilinguals in comparison to monolinguals (Van Dijk et al., 2018). These cognitive developments among bilinguals show that bilingual individuals are often better at producing original ideas and adapting their thinking, highlighting the important link between bilingualism, cognitive development, and creativity.


Divergent Thinking
[bookmark: _Int_HYC2AKIl]Divergent thinking is a key cognitive process that is strongly enhanced through bilingualism. It is defined as ‘the ability to generate diverse solutions to an open-ended problem’ and is considered an important indicator of creative potential (Vaisarova and Carlson, 2021). Bilingual children are particularly well placed to develop this skill due to the psychological demands of managing two languages. As Thomas 2018) explains, bilingual learners must constantly “juggle” two competing languages, separating one while inhibiting the other. This continuous switching requires high levels of attention inhibition and cognitive flexibility, all of which are essential for divergent thinking.
Research further supports this connection. Storme et al (2017). Found that language switching can influence originality in divergent thinking tasks. Their study showed that when individuals with low habitual language switching were forced to switch language, their originality decreased, suggesting that the cognitive benefits of bilingualism depend on natural and sustained language rather than forced switching. This highlights the complexity of the relationship between bilingualism and creativity. 
[bookmark: _Int_wQcBXm8s]Children’s divergent thinking is closely linked to bilingualism, particularly through opportunities for play, creativity, and multicultural experiences. Cankaya et al (2025) highlights the connection between divergent thinking and play as it demonstrates higher cognitive functions. For bilingual children, play is especially valuable as it allows them to draw on multiple languages and cultural experience which having a non-pressured environment increases flexible thinking and idea generation. 
Furthermore, bilingualism further enhances divergent thinking through exposure to diverse cultural perspectives. Su et al. (2026) found that multicultural attitudes and openness to experience support creativity. Bilingual children develop flexible thinking, enabling them to approach problems for multiple viewpoints and generate more original ideas.


Frameworks and Programmes
Bilingualism is a key priority within early years frameworks in Wales, supporting children’s language development and cultural identity. The ‘Cymraeg 2050: A Million Welsh Speakers’ sets out a national vision to increase the number of Welsh speakers, with a strong emphasis on early years provision. It highlights the need to expand Welsh medium nursery groups as they recognise that early immersion is critical for language acquisition (Welsh Government, 2017).
This links further with the Curriculum for Wales and the Foundation Phase Framework, which promote communication, play based learning and the development of bilingual skills from an early age (Welsh Government, 2015). These frameworks support the Cymraeg 2050 targets, including increasing Welsh-medium participation and improving teaching capacity. Together, they ensure that children develop confidence in both Welsh and English, contributing to long-term educational success and supporting the goal of a bilingual Wales.

Conclusion
In conclusion, bilingualism and multilingualism play a vital role in supporting children’s overall development, offering significant cognitive, social, cultural, and educational benefits. The ability to use more than one language enhances communication, strengthens relationships, and promotes inclusion within increasingly diverse societies. It also contributes to improved cognitive development, particularly in areas linked to language processing and problem solving. 
Furthermore, bilingual learners, such as EAL and WAL, benefit from building upon their existing linguistic knowledge rather than replacing it. Theoretical perspectives, including Vygotsky, Pavlov, and Skinner reinforce the importance of interaction and language acquisition. Bilingualism is intricately linked to divergent thinking and creativity as managing multiple languages encourages flexible thinking and highlights the value of bilingualism in academic achievement. Also, national frameworks and initiatives in Wales demonstrate a strong commitment to promoting bilingualism from an early age. 
In future practice, it is essential that educators continue to value and actively incorporate children’s home languages within educational settings. Increasing access to bilingual resources and providing ongoing professional development for practitioners to effectively support multilingual learners. Overall, fostering bilingual and multilingual development is essential in creating inclusive, culturally aware, and cognitive learners. 
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