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[bookmark: _Int_M1D0CEvJ]Good morning and Welcome to my presentation on Bilingualism and Multilingualism. If I may start by offering an explanation of some research-based definitions of Bilingualism and Multilingualism.
Multilingualism in early years practice refers to teaching practices that tap into multilingual ways of playing, experiencing, and processing information and the world around the child through reading, writing, and speaking, playing and social interaction (Evans, Fisher 2022).

It allows children to access cultural resources that enhance the personal significance of their play and work, as well as expanding access to knowledge through texts, contexts, and settings in more than one language (Satish, 2023).

In a multilingual setting, children are exposed to subjects and concepts in more than one language. This can include using the students’ mother tongue or a regional language alongside a national or international language (Widjajanto, Lund, 2012). Multilingual practice creates the development of mixed languages mainly due to intense language contact.

Multilingualism can refer to the use of more than one home or first language by the local community. It also refers to an individual’s ability to speak more than one language. Bilingualism strictly refers to competence in two languages, while multilingualism encompasses competence in more than two languages (Giannini 2024).
Multilingual education is essential for fostering inclusive learning, particularly for population groups that speak non-dominant, minority, and indigenous languages. It can boost classroom participation, improve retention rates, and encourage family and community involvement (Ouane 2003).
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) also plays a crucial role in promoting multilingualism for children. It is important to consider, article 13: The right to freedom of expression: This includes the right to use one's own language (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, UNICEF, n.d.). Article 28: The right to education that considers a child's linguistic background (UNICEF, n.d.). Article 30: Emphasizes the importance of respecting and promoting a child's language and culture (UNICEF, n.d.).
[bookmark: _Hlk164328857] 
The UNCRC also Supports Multilingualism by the Protection of minority languages (UNESCO, 2012), in addition to Mother-Tongue-Based Bilingual Education (MTBBE) (UNESCO, 2003). By promoting multilingualism, the UNCRC safeguards children's cultural identities and fosters a sense of belonging in diverse classrooms (Kalan et al., 2024).
The research also suggests it is important to consider here, that practitioners need training and resources to effectively support multilingual learners (Baker, 2007). In addition, assessment tools should be culturally and linguistically appropriate to avoid disadvantages for multilingual children (Torres-Guzman, Gomez, 2009). A strong collaboration with families is again essential to bridge the gap between home and school languages (Kalan et al., 2024).
Multilingualism, the ability to use more than one language, offers a range of potential benefits for children in the early years, impacting not just their communication skills but also their cognitive development, social awareness, and future opportunities. 
Here is a breakdown of some key advantages:
Cognitive Enhancement: Studies suggest bilingualism strengthens executive function, which encompasses skills like planning, problem-solving, and focusing attention (Barac et al., 2014), (Bialystok, 2017). This mental agility can benefit children in various aspects of learning. Enhanced Memory: Research indicates that multilingual children perform better in tasks requiring working memory, the ability to hold and manipulate information (Bialystok, 2017). This can translate to improved learning and comprehension across subjects.
Linguistic Advantages: Multilingual children often demonstrate a stronger grasp of language mechanics (Metalinguistics) – understanding grammar, sentence structure, and the building blocks of language (Mueller-Gathercole et al, 2014). This awareness can benefit literacy development in both languages. Early exposure to multiple languages may prime children for easier acquisition of additional languages later in life (Birdsong, 2019). This opens doors to further communication and cultural exploration.
Social and Emotional Development: Multilingualism fosters an awareness and appreciation of diverse cultures (Paradis et al., 2006). Children become more sensitive to different perspectives and ways of interacting with the world.
Studies suggest bilingual children exhibit greater empathy and social skills (Barratt-Jones, 2009). This can be attributed to navigating communication in different contexts and understanding diverse viewpoints.
Moving onto methods and challenges in EAL (English as an Additional Language) and WAL (Welsh as an Additional Language) teaching in the early years
Early years settings provide a critical foundation for language development. For children acquiring English as an additional language (EAL) or Welsh as an additional language (WAL), these environments offer unique opportunities and challenges. The work of McLeod, Verdon, and Theobald (2015) could be identified as useful in reference to developing strategies for overcoming the language barrier in early years settings and promoting positive experiences for children in making friends in increasingly bilingual and multilingual settings. It is helpful to explore effective methods and the hurdles practitioners face in fostering a successful multilingual future.
Young children thrive on exploration and interaction. EAL and WAL programs should integrate age-appropriate play activities like storytelling, singing, and games. This allows language acquisition to occur naturally within a fun and engaging context (Department for Education, 2017).
Considering language proficiency and perception: Children are aware of language differences and how they might impact friendships (McLeod et al., 2015). They may demonstrate a shared language preference and gravitate towards peers who speak their dominant language initially, especially if they feel insecure in the second language. As their second language proficiency increases, children tend to expand their friendship circles beyond those who share their first language. The practitioner in the activity promotes the use of mother tongue greetings within the group to help the children develop their confidence in trying to communicate with children who speak a language other than their own and hopefully then progress to developing friendships across language and culture.
Visual aids like pictures, real objects, and gestures serve as powerful tools for EAL and WAL learners with limited language proficiency (National Association for Language Development in the Curriculum, n.d.). Additionally, incorporating multisensory activities (Bruce, 2012) that engage sight, touch, hearing, and movement can enhance learning and memory retention.
[bookmark: _Int_5vFzXT8j] Providing clear, concise instructions and scaffolding (Vygotsky, cited in Smolucha, and Smolucha, 2021) language learning through repetition, rephrasing, and modelling correct grammar is essential. Educators can break down complex concepts into simpler terms and use visuals to support understanding (Gibbons, 2006). The practitioner illustrates the use of repetition through song and repetition of key phases in the book within the activity, in addition to using a range of visual aids to engage the children in a meaningful, helpful, and enthusiastic manner. Practitioners can encourage children to use their home language as a bridge to understanding new concepts in the target language (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000).
Creating a supportive and encouraging environment where mistakes are seen as learning opportunities is vital. Celebrating progress, offering positive reinforcement, and fostering a risk-taking environment are crucial for language development (Cunningham, 2005).
It is also important to consider the challenges in EAL and WAL Teaching:
Limited resources like qualified EAL/WAL teachers, bilingual teaching assistants, and culturally appropriate learning materials can hinder effective implementation of these methods (Wei, 2014). Tailoring instruction to meet the diverse needs of each unique EAL/WAL learner can be demanding, requiring flexibility, and differentiated teaching approaches (Gibbons, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_3q5yuV2j]Integrating families and fostering communication can be challenging, particularly if there are language barriers or cultural differences. Finding ways to bridge this gap is crucial for a holistic approach to language learning ([Beavis, 2014]). 
It is also useful to consider the potential to enhance EAL and WAL Learning:
Building strong relationships with families is a cornerstone of success. Utilizing home languages within the setting where possible, encouraging family participation in activities, and providing resources for parents to support their child's language development at home are all beneficial strategies (Curriculum for Wales, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_8KaC78av]The practitioner encourages conversation about parental and sibling involvement in local and global community, including ethical considerations such as food poverty and developing sustainability in the parents/children's and grandparents' countries and communities. In addition to involvement in local and possibly national and international sporting event
Investing in ongoing professional development to equips educators with the necessary skills and strategies to create inclusive and effective learning environments for all children (National Association for Language Development in the Curriculum, n.d.).
By employing these methods and addressing the challenges, early years settings can become nurturing grounds for EAL and WAL learners. 
Moving onto considering brain development and divergent thinking and their relevance in the multilingual early years setting.
The early years, particularly from birth to around age five, are a critical window for brain development as evidenced by Lenneberg’s Critical Period Hypothesis. Which suggests that exposing children to multiple languages during this critical period might offer advantages for sustained multiple language acquisition. (Lenneberg, 1967). Multilingual environments can significantly impact this development, fostering cognitive skills like divergent thinking, which plays a crucial role in creativity and problem-solving (Hernandez, 2013). It is helpful to explore these connections and their relevance in early childhood settings.
The young brain is highly neuroplastic and dynamic, meaning its neural networks are incredibly adaptable and can form new connections rapidly (Goldman-Rakic, 1987). This makes early childhood an ideal time for language learning, as the brain can efficiently absorb and process multiple languages.
Early experiences shape the development of executive functions, a set of cognitive skills crucial for learning and daily life. These include working memory, attention control, and problem-solving (Goldman-Rakic, 1987). Multilingual environments can enhance these functions by stimulating brain activity and strengthening neural pathways (Hernandez, 2013).
Multilingualism and Divergent Thinking:
This refers to the ability to generate multiple creative solutions to a problem. Research suggests that multilingualism can enhance divergent thinking by enhancing cognitive flexibility. Switching between languages and navigating different grammatical structures has been seen to promote cognitive flexibility, allowing children to approach problems from various angles and consider alternate creative solutions (Hernandez, 2013), (Bialystok, 2009).
Early years settings can leverage the benefits of multilingualism for brain development and divergent thinking by building a thriving multicultural environment.
It is helpful to provide a rich language exposure, providing opportunities for children to engage with each language through stories, songs, games, and interactions with native speakers (Della Sala, 2015). The practitioner engages with the children in both story and song in the activity through the medium of Welsh and conversation and direction in English.
Play allows children to explore language naturally, experiment with different sounds and vocabulary, and express themselves creatively in various languages (Della Sala, 2015). The practitioner encourages the peer-to-peer instruction of the mother tongue greetings as a natural exploration of other languages.
Incorporating activities that celebrate diverse cultures associated with the languages can enhance engagement, motivation, and understanding (Multilingual Education Magazine, 2022)   The practitioner in the activity presentation links into the diverse backgrounds of the second and third language children in the group to celebrate their culture and greets them in their own language and in the common language (English) as well as the target language (Welsh).
Addressing Challenges:
It is crucial to remember that children develop language and cognitive skills at their own pace. Practitioners need to cater to diverse learning styles and abilities to ensure all children feel supported and successful (Multilingual Education Magazine, 2022)  
Finding the right balance between languages to ensure proficiency in each requires careful planning and curriculum development. Practitioners can collaborate with language specialists/translators and parents to create effective approaches (Multilingual Education Magazine, 2022)  
Practitioners working with multilingual children need appropriate training and support to create inclusive and effective learning environments. This includes understanding language acquisition processes, (Chomsky, BBC Radio 4, 2015), diverse learning styles, and strategies for fostering a positive multilingual learning experience (Multilingual Education Magazine, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk164158414]The Wernicke's and Broca's Areas can be seen as the brain’s building blocks for language development and processing in both monolingual and multilingual development.
These two specialised and crucial areas, play significant roles in language acquisition and development. 
[bookmark: _Int_pEvJyFwQ]The Wernicke's Area is located in the temporal lobe of the dominant hemisphere and is primarily associated with language comprehension, decoding, and understanding spoken language (semantics). Associating sounds with their meanings. In addition to processing the grammar and structure of language.
[bookmark: _Int_jCakrlTP]The Broca's Area is located in the frontal lobe of the dominant hemisphere and is crucial for language production. It is involved in formulating speech and sentences. In articulating words and controlling the muscles involved in speech production.
This is relevant to both language acquisition and early development, particularly as a multilingual learner as the Wernicke's and Broca's areas develop rapidly in early childhood, during the critical period for language acquisition. (Lenneberg 1967).
As children are exposed to language, their brains form strong neural connections between these areas, facilitating comprehension and production of spoken language.
The human brain, especially in early childhood, exhibits remarkable neuroplasticity. This allows multilingual learners to develop and utilize distinct neural networks for each language they acquire (Birdsong, 2012).  Studies also suggest that multilingual learners might show more bilateral activation in both hemispheres, potentially reflecting increased cognitive flexibility (Abutalebi & Green, 2016).
However, there are some important aspects to consider:
The rate and pattern of brain development and language acquisition vary significantly between individuals. Learning additional languages later in life might not involve the same level of neuroplasticity compared to early childhood acquisition (Birdsong, 2012).
By fostering a deeper understanding of the brain's role in language learning, educators and caregivers can empower children, both monolingual and multilingual, to develop their communication skills and thrive in a language-rich world.
Conclusion:
Multilingualism is shown to significantly enhance onward potential into adulthood by promoting diversity of thought, sensitivity and empathy to others from a culture and language other than their own mother tongue and an awareness of the multi ethnicity and richness of the global environment around them, with an emphasis on promoting and keeping such diversity in a sustainable world (well-being of Future Generations (Wales), 2015), (Cymraeg 2050, A Million Welsh Speakers, 2017)

With careful thought, consideration, and enthusiasm, as demonstrated by the practitioner in the activity presentation, promoting this approach can become not only desirable, but also relatively achievable for the early years’ practitioner.
Thank you.
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