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Bilingualism

What is bilingualism?
“The ability to use more than one language. The word itself does not specify the degree of proficiency in either language.” (Lightbown and Spada, 2013: 214).
 An activity was devised, aimed early year’s children, to introduce and practice bilingualism using both Welsh and English languages. The activity is based around the stories of Sali Mali, using song, stories and rhyme. The activity is using simple language suitable for the age group.
 There are many advantages that the Welsh language can have as an additional language. These include better vocabulary, the way it makes your brain work faster, the ability to problem solve and the additional benefit of helping prevent Alzheimer’s disease. These are supported by studies, for example, Bialystok (2011) states that bilingualism can protect against Alzheimer’s disease by improving how the brain works through aspects of attention and cognitive control. Further, the improvement was compared as favourable over monolingual speakers.
   Estyn (2003) strongly believes that the best way for children to learn and experience the Welsh language is to use it in everyday life rather than learning it in just one lesson a week in schools. Plaid Cymru (cited in Wales Online, 2014) agrees with this and states that all children should be given the opportunity to learn Welsh as a bilingualism second language. 
 The activity provides plenty of opportunities to explore the Welsh language through speech and song which can be linked to the Foundation Phase Curriculum Cymreig (2003). The Foundation Phase Curriculum Cymreig (2003) is made up of five elements, cultural, economic, environmental, historical and linguistic. The activity covers many of these but in particular covers cultural benefits.  For example, cultural benefits explore different languages, cultures and traditions of the Welsh language. This is expressed through the story of Sali Mali who is a traditional Welsh character and brings basic Welsh to young children. This is linked through the use of the simple words and phrases of the Welsh language songs performed in this activity. Curriculum Cymreig can be used as a merging principle, nurturing a sense of belonging for all pupils within a school and increasing their understanding of the country in which they live (Learning.Gov, 2003).
 Much government policy is underpinned by the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) articles seven and eight state that all children have a right to have their own identity, nationality and name. This policy was Adopted into the UK policy in 1992 and can be found in every form of education policy involving children within the UK. This education policy also links to the seven areas of learning within the Foundation Phase Curriculum specifically, personal and social development, wellbeing and cultural diversity. Language, literacy and communication skills and Welsh language development. These are the three key main elements that support young children through becoming bilingual.

There are many theorists that believe in developing bilingualism in young children and it is believed that the benefits start at a very young age. Moon, (2012) suggests that babies in the womb within the last ten weeks of pregnancy learn their mother’s language through the sounds and rhythms of their mother’s voice which is called a mother’s tongue. In the last ten weeks of pregnancy a baby in the womb will have a fully working auditory system and will not only listen to the mothers preferred language but will take note of the specific sounds and remember it Moon (2012). Baker (2011) believes that acquiring two different languages from very early on in life gives the child the best chance at speaking and understanding both languages. On the other hand, not all children are lucky enough to have a bilingual setting at home with neither parent speaking Welsh. It is believed that a second language is crucial to a child’s learning if living in the Wales. From this, it is believed that a second language should be learnt through the education system. Clych Meithrin is a Welsh based early years setting and has a language policy in place called the language immersion method which helps children from a non welsh background learn the basics of the welsh language though songs and activities. In addition to this they offer parents a chance to attend sessions where a leader will work with individual parents or small groups where they will help them simple words, pronunciation, songs and stories. The aim of this scheme is to provide a link and support of learning Welsh between the child, the school and the monolingual parents (Meithrin.Cymru, 2018).
 Bialystok (2017), in a study, has found from the research of bilingualism that young children benefit greatly from learning more than one language. It also has a beneficial effect on older people however, for those of young adult age it only has a muted effect.
  Bialystok’s research shows that she believes that bilingual children are far more superior to monolingual children where they can only speak one language. This can be linked to Bruner’s (1957) symbolic representation where it is believed that every human being entails three modes of cognitive development. These are, Enactive, which is believed to be the representation of knowledge through actions such as songs and activities. The second mode is known as, Iconic, which is the visual summarization of images. For example, in the activity an image is put to the correct word, where the word ty is associated with the picture of a house in the Sali Mali book. The third mode is known as, Symbolic representation which is the use of words and other symbols to describe experiences, for example, this stage is mainly aimed at older children from the ages of 7 years and up, where they have the ability to store information in the brain as a code or symbol, and will associate an ant as an insect.
There are also children that have something unique when it comes to bilingualism and this is known as Divergent thinking. According to Charles and Runco, (2010) This is where a child has a vast range of thought and ideas and cannot think in just one simple way. Divergent thinkers, think in a non-linear way and this encourages young children to ask many more different questions and the ability to think more widely and explore more languages.
 Lenneberg (1967) states that the critical period of bilingualism starts around one year old and ends at puberty, by which time the brain loses its plasticity. This is the most crucial time for a child to learn a second language and they will most likely remember it for the rest of their lives if they carry on speaking the language. At the infant stage, in a child’s life, all the information that the brain takes in is stored in the same place and allows the child to develop more language and knowledge without the brain having to differentiate the information into different categories when the child reaches puberty.
 Lunenburg (1967) believes that children need to learn at a very young age as this is the optimal prime time for a child to make the connections between different languages. He also looks into what happens when an adult is learning another language and discovered that the brain, as an adult, stores the information of the 2 different languages in 2 different parts of the brain. This happens after the critical learning period, making it harder later on in life to learn another language.  
There are many different aspects to look at when considering bilingualism. Eugene (1980) believes that there are other factors to consider when looking at a bilingual child. These are, cognitive and the social domains of a child. Eugene (1980) states that when looking at a bilingual child, that child learns the most of language in their first five years of their life and they will be able to comprehend, understand and speak fluently in both languages by the age of 5 if they are around both languages at home with family and at school. Although many children have different upbringings and not all children have the opportunity to speak two or more languages in and around the family home that does not mean that they cannot be bilingual. Children that learn a second language in and around the family home are classed as simultaneous bilingualism. On the other hand children that are brought up with one language spoken in and around the home but will learn another language through school, for example Welsh, this is classified as sequential bilingualism. This is proved to be more affective from a young age when the child’s brain processes all the information together at the same time. Chomsky (1976) agrees with this and stresses that children are born preprogramed to learn another language and become bilingual as it is up to the parent or guardian to ensure this process in met.
To conclude,
It is clearly shown in this article that bilingualism is benefited more from children of a very young age. They are more likely to learn a second language quicker and keep it longer than an adult that learns a second language later in life. This is fully supported by the Welsh Government and the Welsh Curriculum and is shown throughout the whole of a child’s school life within the whole of Wales. It also shows that bilingualism has many more benefits and outcomes than someone who is monolingual.
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