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Introduction

I am writing this paper to support my video presentation of an activity that supports the learning of welsh in Early Years settings. In this paper, I will be discussing the benefits of being bilingual or multilingual, including how this affects and links to an individual’s brain development. I will discuss having English or Welsh as an additional language, and how we as practitioners can support these individuals effectively. I will also explore the links between divergent thinking and bilingualism.




What is bilingualism?

Bilingualism is the ability to use two languages, although it is important to remember that the individual may not be entirely fluent in either language. Bilingualism can range from a basic understanding of the language, to a very advanced level of fluency. The definition is individual to each person and can vary. Multilingualism is when an individual is able to speak or write more than two languages. The use of the word multilingual is often replaced with the word plurilingual. Naldic.org.uk, (No date) 
The point in a person’s lives in which they become bilingual has different names. For example, a child who is exposed to two different languages from a young age is classed as simultaneous bilingualism. There are many reasons why a young child may be exposed to multiple languages from an early age. Such as having parents who are bilingual themselves, or living in a country that actively encourages bilingualism. Some people believe that due to the child speaking both languages simultaneously, they may not gain an in-depth knowledge of the individual subject like their monolingual peers. This is affected by a variety of factors though, such as how often they are exposed to each language and also their age. Devarakonda, (no date) suggests that there are stages when a child learns languages simultaneously. Stage one is when a child mixes both languages. During stage two the child becomes aware that there is a difference between the two, and begins to separate the two. Finally, in stage three, the child gains a more dominant language. Many children become more fluent in one of the languages once they start school. This is due to lack of exposure to the second language in their setting, and also less time to practice. Macleod, (2012) 
Sequential bilingualism is when the child learns the second language after the first one. This ranges from a child starting to learn a second language once attending nursery or school settings, to an adult deciding to take language classes. How the second language is acquired ranges from formal to informal. Informal language acquisition Baker, (no date) may not happen intentionally, and can usually be picked up quite quickly. Informal acquisition would be picked up in the local community, or from peers, tv programmes, radio. Formal acquisition is usually acquired in school or extra classes. Whilst learning a second language in a formal setting, the child is not the one who has chosen to do so. Therefore may lack the intrinsic motivation to focus and remain interested and engaged. It is suggested that formal acquisition does not give the learner enough exposure to become fluent, and lacks consistency. This links to Vygotskys sociocultural theory which suggests that although biological factors play a vital part in a child’s development, a child’s cognitive and cultural development is influenced by the tools around them, a main tool being language Barnard, (no date). 











Benefits of Bilingualism

There are a wide range of benefits to being bilingual. These benefits not only help the child at a young age, but will also continue to benefit them and provide opportunities throughout their lives. 
Being bilingual actually has many personal benefits. An individual that is bilingual may feel a greater sense of self, and understanding of their identity. The UNCRC states that each child ‘has the right to an identity (article 8). By understanding and speaking their native language, they may feel a greater sense of pride and confidence in themselves. This links to article 30, which states that each child has the right to use the language, customs and religion of their family (article 30). Children who are bilingual also have the opportunity to socialise and form friendships with others using their second language. This is an essential part of emotional and social development. The benefits of being bilingual, (no date) It has even been researched that bilingualism can delay the effects of dementia by an average of five years, compared to someone who is monolingual BBC, (no date) 
Being bilingual continues to reap benefits throughout your life. It is thought that individuals who are bilingual are more likely to achieve academic success in further education, and less likely to drop out of education compared to monolingual students. It is also believed that employers prefer to employ people who can speak more than language for a variety of reasons, including the ability to provide a wider network of communication. 
There are very important cultural benefits to being bilingual. Most UK schools are now multicultural. 30.4% of primary school students from public schools identify as being from a minority ethnic group. The guardian, (2015) This should be celebrated, and the opportunity for these children to introduce and incorporate their language and culture is not only essential, but also their right. The rise in bilingual students should not only promote diversity, but also aim to tackle racist views. 

Cognitive Benefits

There are multiple cognitive benefits that bilingual children will receive. Study shows that children who are bilingual are better at filtering out noise in the classroom. During a study, children who can speak more than one language were 12% more accurate than their monolingual peers. Therefore, they are at a cognitive advantage, as they are less distracted in the classroom. By being able to focus more, they gain more opportunity to absorb information. BBC, (2014).  
Studies also show that children who are bilingual are able to pick up other languages with more ease than monolingual children. A study conducted by Georgetown University Medical centre shows the difference in a bilingual child’s ability to learn a new language. A synthetic new language was taught to each group of individuals over the space of a week. Their brain patterns were monitored during this time. On day one of the study, the bilingual participants had already started exhibiting a brain wave pattern that occurs when native speakers process their own language. The monolingual participants did not exhibit these brain wave patterns until day seven. 




Divergent thinking

Bilingualism enables you to think in a more creative way. For example, a child who is bilingual has two or more words for an object or idea than a monolingual child. They also possess the ability to thinker deeper into what the word actually means, rather than how a word should sound or be said. Kharkkhurin (2008) believes that creative thinking is the ability to incorporate divergent and convergent thinking. Convergent thinking is a conscious process of solving a problem. Divergent thinking is an unconscious process that involves a wider and more varied search for information. Being able to divergent think is being able to access multiple different solutions to a problem, and multiple thought processes. Kharkhurin completed a study that looked further into the relationship between bilingualism and the ability to use divergent thinking. His research found that participants that were bilingual performed much better at fluency, flexibility and elaboration than the monolingual participants. Fluency, flexibility and elaboration are the properties of divergent thinking. Fluency is the ability to achieve multiple ideas or solutions. Flexibility is the ability to look into a variety of approaches to a problem, and elaboration is the ability to think completely about an idea and carry it out effectively. 






























Supporting children with EAL


In central South Wales alone, we have over 13,000 children who have English as an additional language in 2017. Statistica, (2017). Living in a country where you do not speak the same language as the peers in your class can be incredibly daunting. It is our job as practitioners to ensure that children with EAL are supported in the best way possible, to ensure equality and tackle discrimination. Not only does the child need to be supported, but also their family too. By supporting the family as a whole, you ensure that everyone feels welcome. The EYFS framework requires all settings to provide provision that is inclusive for all of the children in the setting. The UNCRC has multiple articles that are relevant to children with EAL. Article 28 discusses the child’s right to have an education, regardless of their race. It is important to remember that whilst supporting children with EAL we are not aiming to replace their current language, but actually supporting the journey to becoming bilingual. Each child has the right to freedom of expression (article 13) and the right to an identity ( article 8) therefore, whilst supporting these children, the child should be at the centre of their own learning and decision making. 
A vital part of ensuring that EAL learners receive the best support is by making use of multiagency working. Schools and early years settings have access if appropriately funded to a wide variety of support systems. Some schools now ensure that they employ bilingual staff. This is beneficial to the child, as they do not feel separate from the group by having extra support from an external member of staff. Some children depending on the level of Fluency may receive access to specific support staff that are trained in offering translation and supporting the child during lessons and activities. 
There are some barriers to supporting children with EAL. Communicating with the child and family without a translator can prove to be difficult. The family have a right to know how their child will be supported and how they are doing in school just like any other parent/guardian. Therefore, it is advised that parents either meet with the member of support staff that is assisting their child, or are written to in their own language. The use of translator apps/websites can support this.
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