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Good evening, my name is Laura Bray-Milton my student number is 2312267. And I welcome you to my presentation. The purpose of today is to discuss the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism including the benefits to brain development, and how this relates to divergent thinking. I will also look at Welsh and English as Additional Languages in the early years, how practitioners can support this and reflect on supporting policies and frameworks.
Benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism.
According to the oxford language dictionary bilingualism and multilingualism means to speak two or more languages. Learning an additional language can be characterised in two ways, simultaneously, which is acquiring two languages at the same time, usually from the start of language development and sequential learning, learning one from birth and a second language slightly later usually in a nursey or school setting (Baker and Wright 2021).
There are 3 main areas of benefit to speaking more than one language, these are, a cognitive and brain development advantage, a social benefit, and an economic benefit.
Cognitive Benefits and Brain development
Up until the 1960’s academics believed that raising a bilingual child would result in problems such as mental confusion, a decrease of skills in their first language and negatively affecting their intelligence (Baker and Wright, 2021).
Since then, however, research has shown many benefits to having an additional language particularly in the evidence of brain development. 
Bilingual children as young as seven months can switch between tasks where a monolingual child cannot and they can differentiate between 2 languages, hours after birth (Live Science, 2013), 
 As a child grows the number of brain cells they have decrease. However, a bilingual individual retains more of the important grey matter. This grey matter supports intelligence, memory, and the aging process. Neurologists and scientific research have shown bilingual children achieve higher academic grades in comparison to a monolingual child. This is said to be due to their increased cognitive control and executive function skills. These skills are defined by enhanced focus and attention, the ability to filter out irrelevant information and switch between different mental processes. Bilingualism has also been associated with an enhanced working memory due to the increased activity in the prefrontal cortex and the parietal cortex. This activity in the brain over a lifetime has been linked to delaying the onset of diseases such as Alzheimer’s and dementia (FabuLingua, 2023/ Participate Learning, 2020). 
Learning multiple languages allows for new neural pathways to be established strengthening connections between areas in the brain such as the Broca area (responsible for speech production), the Wernicke's area (responsible for language comprehension) and the Auditory Cortex (responsible for language processing) (Andrade, 2023).
As the children interact with me in part 1 their brain plasticity is allowing for new neural pathways to be established, which is crucial for learning. For example, their language acquisition is activated and supported by the contextual song, heads shoulders knees and toes and by the sign language. Activity is increased in the primary motor cortex and the cerebellum when grasping from the feely bag and posting through the slots, enhancing fine motor skills and coordination. Lastly the somatosensory and visual cortex of the brain are activated when I blow bubbles, interpreting sensory information.

Social benefits of bilingualism 
Bilingual individuals benefit society in many ways. Their higher social and emotional intelligence fosters a greater capacity for tolerance and empathy towards others (FabuLingua, 2023). This is established through communication and information sharing about traditions and perspectives which build cultural awareness and understanding, promoting global citizenship, and celebrating diversity. Furthermore, bilingualism plays a fundamental role in empowering minority groups in a social context including politics, addressing global challenges, and resolving conflicts (Lawson & Sabedra, 2019).
Kinzler (2016) writing in the New York Times found bilingual children more advanced in understanding other people’s perspectives. Results from testing a group of 4–6-year-olds, found that the bilingual children were able to interpret questions by their surrounding context and understanding the meaning from the perspective of the person asking them. This skill benefits society as it promotes empathy, critical thinking, tolerance, and respect for others, which contributes to a more harmonious, connected, and equal society. 
Communicating with others in their language facilitates effective information sharing, enhances collaboration, problem-solving, and decision-making which ignites understanding and acceptance of a diverse world.  This acceptance advocates inclusivity, bridging the gap between cultures, promoting global citizenship, and resolving conflicts.
In my activity, I have created a rich language environment which supports bilingual, non -verbal and children with hearing impediments. By introducing children to other languages, cultures, and differing needs at a young age, will hopefully foster ‘accepting adults’ for the future. Inclusivity promotes access to learning for all and cultivates individual cultural identity, social integration, and celebrates linguistic and cultural differences. 
One key aspect of The New Curriculum for Wales is the emphasis on promoting the Welsh Language, but it also focuses on providing an inclusive and holistic approach to education. This is evident with the recent introduction of British Sign Language which now has an official place in the curriculum. Today it forms part of the Language, Literacy, and communication area of learning (Education Wales, 2021). 

Economic Benefits 
According to Bristol University (cited in Hardach, 2018) linguistic diversity has been linked to economic growth, indicating bilingualism can benefit on a global scale. The ability to converse in many languages sets individuals, companies, and countries aside from competitors giving them an advantage when negotiating business deals, expanding internationally and trading in global markets. 
Bilingual individuals enjoy a wide range of job opportunity with higher earning potential compared to a monolingual candidate. Not just because of their linguistic skills but also because of the associated health benefits such as cognitive advancement, persistence in attitude and longevity of life (Hardach, 2018).
Reflecting on my activity; by exposing children to more than one language in the classroom at a young age gives them the foundations of a specific skill that they can advance in and improve upon throughout their educational life, leading them into prosperous careers with greater earning capacity.
Although there are many benefits to bilingualism and multilingualism it is worth noting there has also been research into highlighting possible problems. Korkman et al (2012) analysed whether there was a correlation between simultaneous bilingualism and academic delays. Her study concluded that although bilingualism does not pose any direct negative aspects in expressive language, comprehension, repetition, and verbal memory it may result in a slower development in overall vocabulary.
Divergent thinking
Divergent thinking is a specific type of creative thinking, where spontaneous brainstorming occurs. Often analysing a question from several viewpoints and producing many different unusual ideas and solutions. Creative thinking and exploration are used to generate many novel ideas in a short space of time (Air force, No Date).
Booton et al. (2021) discusses the link between bilingualism and divergent thinking, claims that bilingualism facilitates divergent thinking. This is due to the enhanced executive functions required to learn and retain more than one language and the capability of switching between them. Therefore, mirroring the same cognitive flexibility skills which are used as a creative thinker. Booton et al (2021) also claims that because bilingual individuals often have had diverse life experiences, possibly moving between countries, and engaging in various languages and cultures, would have naturally broadened their perspectives, therefore increasing the likelihood of them considering unconventional viewpoint which supports divergent thinking. 

Robinson (Sabater, 2021) suggests all children are born with the capacity for divergent thinking; however, the educational system has been responsible for stripping them of this talent and manipulating them to think in a rigid way, teaching just one correct answer to a problem. This, along with the requirement for standardised data collection and the comparison of test results, a practice dating back to the 19th Century, has contributed to suppressing creativity. 
The New Curriculum in Wales, however, has reformed this issue and now see children as expressive individuals, celebrating what they can do at their own pace and encouraging creativity in all 6 areas of learning and experience. Expressive arts, health and well-being, humanities, language, literacy and communication, mathematics and numeracy and science and technology. The emphasis now being on developing learners' who are creative and able to think critically, and problem-solve, characteristics which align closely with the principles of divergent thinking (Education Wales, 2022).
Divergent thinking can be encouraged in the early years through many activities including loose parts play, arts, and crafts or experimenting with food and dancing. It is when children are given opportunity for freedom of thoughts, to stretch their imagination and think for themselves (Sabater, 2021). Symbolic or pretend play has many benefits to a child cognitive development, contributing to creative and divergent thinking (Huffman and Russ, 2011). Children often use symbolic play in a pretend context. For example, when playing with Lego, a child may decide to use a brick as a car, illustrating abstract thinking and flexibility (Huffman and Russ, 2011). This also facilitates social interaction and verbal communication, ‘Look I’m Driving the car’, ‘Do you want a lift?’ ‘Sit in the back’ ‘Beep beep, let’s go fast’ ‘To the beach’ (Weisberg et al, 2013).
In hindsight, I realise my activity fails to encourage divergent thinking, as all the objects in the feely bag were closed-ended resources offering limited adaptability. On reflection if I was to do this activity again, I would incorporate some open-ended materials to provide a child-led creative element. For example, a blank piece of card and ask the children ‘what could you make with the card for St David to take to the party?’.

Challenges and Rights for a Bilingual Child in Early Years where English or Welsh is an additional language.
Children learn language through daily routines and interactions with others. As Bandura demonstrated in his Social Learning Theory (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) children learn by watching and mimicking. But also, by practicing, learning to take turns and reading social situations (Smidt, 2016). 
Entering school or nursery for a child where English or Welsh is not their first language maybe the first time they are immersed into an unfamiliar world where they are not understood and cannot understand those around them. This can be very difficult and presents many challenges. Challenges such as social isolation, cultural adjustments, communication barriers and limited overall support depending on the adults’ knowledge of their first language. 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states in Article 30 – ‘If you come from a minority group you have the right to enjoy your own culture, practice your own religion and use your own language’ (Save the Children, 2011).
Practitioners therefore have a crucial role to play in supporting these children.
How Practitioners can Support Welsh and English as additional Languages 
According to Cummings (cited in Smidt, 2016) a bilingual mind must put learning into context where they learn through what they can relate to and what makes practical sense to them. Practitioners can support this by ensuring practical daily routines reflect situations that are familiar to them and where they can draw on their own life experiences. For example, learning language through cooking, gardening, or role play. 
Cummings theory aligns with the ‘Immersive Method’ which is an approach believing children pick up additional languages with ease when it is ‘drip fed’ through consistent, meaningful interactions in everyday activities. Such as through play, songs, stories, and routines (Hickey and Mejia, 2014). 
Ilari et al (2013) also believes in the benefit of singing to teach language but also to gain an understanding of identity and culture for themselves and that of others. The reason for this is that songs are an expression of lifestyle, values, beliefs, and knowledge and is a natural way of teaching, right from birth. Ilari et al (2013) suggests songs teach historic and cultural information which is easily learnt through its repetition and melody. For example, “Y Crwtyn Coch" (Y crwtyn coch, yn crynu mae, Dros fryniau Cymru rydd. Yn wir, yn wir, mae'n brawychu'r ennyd, Lladron dros ein tir.) is a Welsh song referencing the mythical Red Dragon which features on the Welsh Flag and represents power, protection and national pride, it also depicts the Welsh landscape in its lyrics. 
Music is an enjoyable social aspect in the classroom to engage children in activities and guide the structure the day. For example, certain songs sang at particular times of the day such as tidy up time will support children learning a second language to understand what time of day it is and what to expect next. And the same applies to additional needs children (Iiari, 2013)
Practitioners must ensure every child feels heard; recognising their linguistic capabilities by listening and encouraging them to be proud and share their language and cultural knowledge with their peers. In turn this will foster interest and respect amongst all children, widening their lens to ways of life less known to them. Practitioners can support each child’s uniqueness in everyday practice by reflecting languages and cultures in books, images, and resources, promoting inclusivity for all (Lindon, 2012). 
Once children have a clear sense of self and their own identity, they are more likely to accept and learn from other cultures. The Welsh Government recognises the importance of identity especially through the Welsh language by making it a legal requirement in schools and adhering to the Welsh Language Standards Regulations (2015). These measures promote and facilitate the language ensuring Welsh speakers have opportunities to use their language throughout education (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2015).
The Welsh Government is also dedicated to the future of the Welsh language with a clear vision that by 2050 there will be one million Welsh speakers in Wales. This aim is a result of the evidence that young people are leaving education without having the sufficient Welsh language skills needed to take them forward into the world of work and further education (Lewis, 2015). To achieve this goal, they have developed new professional standards, a Welsh language competency framework for practitioners and made available courses such as the Welsh Language Sabbatical Scheme, with the overall purpose to improve Welsh language skills for three- to 16-year-olds (hwb.gov.wales,no date).
As an English Born Teaching Assistant myself in Wales, I have tried to acknowledge the children in my care in part 1, recognising their Welsh heritage, and the importance of their roots and community in the process of nurturing a sense of belonging and identity. 
In fact, language and identity play a huge part in positive mental wellbeing. 
Therefore, I have been mindful to incorporate culture, language, and the traditions of Wales in part 1, combining historic and religious customs by including symbolic foods, decorative objects, the Feast Day Saint and celebrating St Davids Day in a collaborative way. 
The Role of Play in promoting a second language. 
As mentioned above, before a child can participate in abstract learning, they must first learn through a meaningful context. 
The Foundation Phase Curriculum Framework (2015) sets out three clear areas of progression for Welsh Language Development: Oracy, Reading and Writing. Opportunities to advance in these areas should be given through play and active learning. Focusing on first hand experiences in a rich and lively environment, learning through fun and excitement. 
[bookmark: _Hlk161585574]Role Play can be used to set out a familiar environment that a child learning an additional language can relate to. It encourages children to draw on their imagination and practice communicating using different social roles and social contexts. Whether it be a café or a post office the child will be immersed in new vocabulary and able to make connects to their own experiences in the world. According to Weisberg et al (2013) when children are engaged, they listen and speak about what interests them. This opens doors for adult intervention and an opportunity to teach language through play. Scaffolding learning during these times can significantly benefit a child’s language development by supplementing an already language rich environment. For example, if a child wants to buy a cake from a role play bakery, the child can be encouraged to count out the money to buy the item, ‘‘three coins please…’’ ein dai tri …Diolch. Adults can also guide play naturally by using prepositions ‘‘Oh that cake is under the bag’’ ‘’Put it in the bag for me’’ According to Vygotsky (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) scaffolding learning such as this is an example of learning language through a more knowledgeable other and aligns with his ‘Zone of Proximal Development’.
As you can see in part one, I have scaffolded the children’s learning in many ways. Firstly, by using three languages English, Welsh, and British Sign. Secondly, by using visual aids in the form of pictures accompanied with their written word. As well as supporting with contextual and association; contextual support when using real life pictures in the feely bag, placing them in either the mouth or bag and association with the bubbles when cloudy and colour for the day. Thirdly, I help scaffold the children’s understanding and use of language by physical actions with Sign Language and pointing to the parts of the body during the heads shoulders knees and toes song. Lastly, I have created a supportive environment with praise and encouragement for children to feel safe, secure, comfortable, and included, with the intention to inspire confidence to participate physically and verbally. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, today's presentation has highlighted the numerous benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism and how they contribute to enhanced brain development and diverse career prospects. 
Furthermore, I have looked at the significance of bilingualism in the context of Welsh and English as Additional Languages in early years and considered the vital role that practitioners play in overcoming challenges and providing support, reflecting also on how legislation and frameworks implement standards. 
The presentation has drawn attention to the role of divergent thinking in fostering creativity. problem-solving skills and individuality. Which is visible in the new Curriculum for Wales 2022.
On a personal level I have compared and contrasted today’s educational system in Wales and that of my own, years ago in the South of England and have been astonished at the differences. Particularly the evidence of ‘Immersive language teaching’ today and the many benefits of this at a young age, which was not present during my schooling. Moving forward in my practice, I feel I have a much deeper understanding of the reasons behind the importance of teaching additional languages and will endeavour to improve my skills in this area.
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