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Bilingualism and Multilingualism
Bilingualism and multilingualism play an important role in children’s development, offering a wide range of cognitive, social, and educational benefits. Learning an additional language, such as Welsh, helps children communicate effectively while also promoting cultural awareness and a sense of identity. Children who are exposed to multiple languages from an early age often experience advantages that go beyond language learning, including enhanced problem-solving skills, better memory, and improved attention control. Studies show that learning more than one language can positively influence brain development, particularly in areas linked to executive functioning, creativity, and divergent thinking (National Literacy Trust, 2022). Divergent thinking refers to the ability to generate multiple ideas, approach challenges from different angles, and solve problems creatively, a skill that multilingual children tend to develop naturally as they navigate multiple linguistic systems. Programs and frameworks that actively encourage multilingual learning are key to supporting these benefits, helping children acquire the cognitive and social skills they need to thrive in today’s increasingly connected and diverse world (Thakral et al. 2021).
Bilingual and multilingual learning offers clear cognitive advantages. Children who speak more than one language often demonstrate stronger executive functioning, which includes attention control, working memory, and problem-solving abilities. According to Child Bilingualism and Second Language Learning (Li, Pollock and Gibb, 2020), learning multiple languages strengthens neural pathways in the brain, enabling children to think more flexibly, switch between tasks more efficiently, and adapt to new learning situations. This links with Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasises that cognitive development is closely tied to language and social interaction. In this, language is not only a tool for communication but also a medium through which children construct knowledge, internalise new ideas, and regulate their thinking. Multilingual children, therefore, have the opportunity to develop greater cognitive flexibility, which allows them to consider alternative solutions, manage multiple perspectives, and respond to complex learning tasks more effectively (Mahn and Fazalehaq, 2020).
The Cambridge Handbook of Childhood Multilingualism also highlights that children exposed to multiple languages develop stronger metalinguistic awareness, meaning they understand how language works and can reflect on language structures and usage across different contexts (Stavans and Jessner-Schmid, 2022). This awareness supports literacy and learning in all languages, giving children the tools to transfer skills from one language to another. While some UK-based research questions the consistency of the so called bilingual advantage in creativity (Booton et al., 2021), multilingualism still contributes significantly to children’s social development. Children who use more than one language often show heightened empathy, improved communication skills, and better cultural understanding. Programs such as dual-language instruction or immersion classes are crucial in ensuring that children gain these cognitive and social benefits, providing structured opportunities to practise both languages regularly.
Focusing specifically on Welsh and English bilingualism, there are unique advantages within the Welsh context. Learning Welsh supports communication while also strengthening cultural identity and a sense of belonging (Denbighshire.gov.uk, 2024). From a cognitive point, being exposed to both languages improves memory, attention, and linguistic awareness, which helps children apply these skills across other subjects in school. This relates to Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, which suggests that children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment. Using two languages encourages deeper understanding, careful thinking, and the ability to consider multiple perspectives (Hargraves, 2021). Welsh and English bilingualism allows children to feel part of their communities, engage with Welsh-speaking peers, and take pride in their heritage. Structured programs, such as Welsh-medium classes, bilingual units, or dual-language teaching, provide opportunities for children to become confident in both languages, supporting both academic progress and personal development.
Bilingualism and multilingualism also support brain development in ways that extend beyond language acquisition. Learning a second language challenges the brain by requiring the management of complex linguistic rules, vocabulary, and grammatical structures, which strengthens neural pathways associated with executive functioning and cognitive flexibility (Bialystok, 2011). This connects with Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, which suggests that linguistic and logical-mathematical abilities develop through engagement with diverse learning experiences, including language acquisition. Children who learn more than one language also show improved metacognitive skills, allowing them to monitor their own learning, make adjustments, and reflect on strategies that work best for them (Adesope et al., 2010). Neuroimaging research supports these findings, showing that managing two or more languages increases connectivity in the prefrontal cortex, which is associated with attention, task-switching, and problem-solving abilities (Luk et al., 2011).

By using multiple languages, children not only improve their linguistic competence but also strengthen broader cognitive networks, which support creativity, divergent thinking, and academic learning (Psychology Today, 2025). Dual language programs or immersion strategies provide rich opportunities for children to reap these benefits, ensuring that learning multiple languages is both structured and meaningful. Children in these environments are regularly challenged to switch between languages, consider how ideas are expressed differently, and negotiate meaning with peers, all of which strengthens brain function and promotes adaptive learning skills.
Divergent thinking, or the ability to generate multiple solutions to a problem, is another key benefit of bilingualism and multilingualism. Children who speak more than one language often develop flexible thinking because they frequently switch between languages and compare how they work (Kharkhurin, 2010). This aligns with Vygotsky’s social constructivist perspective, which emphasises that learning is mediated by social interaction and cultural tools, with language being one of the most important tools for cognitive development. Classrooms that encourage children to use multiple languages, such as through collaborative activities, project-based learning, or dual-language exercises, provide practical opportunities to practise divergent thinking. Children must adapt their responses to different linguistic and cultural contexts, negotiate meaning with peers, and find creative solutions to challenges (Kharkhurin, 2012). These experiences help multilingual learners develop the cognitive flexibility needed to solve problems creatively, succeed academically, and approach real-world situations with innovative thinking.

Structured educational programs and frameworks are critical for maximising the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism. Approaches such as dual-language immersion, maintenance bilingual education, and translanguaging provide clear, organised methods for teaching content and language simultaneously. Programs that maintain both languages throughout schooling are particularly effective because children can continue developing competence in all their languages rather than focusing on one (ResearchGate, 2023). Code switching, where children use all their languages fluidly, encourages engagement, identity development, and meaning making (MDPI, 2022). Embedding these frameworks in classrooms ensures children have the consistent support and opportunities they need to develop cognitive, social, and academic skills through multilingual learning.
Another important aspect of bilingualism and multilingualism is social and emotional development. Being able to communicate in more than one language allows children to engage with a wider range of peers and participate in different cultural contexts. This fosters empathy, intercultural understanding, and an appreciation of diversity, skills that are becoming increasingly essential in today’s globalised world. Multilingual learners often demonstrate better conflict resolution skills and more inclusive behaviour because they are accustomed to navigating different perspectives (Avila-López and Nuria Vaquero-Ibarra, 2025). Programs that explicitly integrate cultural learning alongside language acquisition, such as cultural immersion days or cross-cultural projects, further enhance children’s social and emotional growth. These experiences not only reinforce language skills but also contribute to positive identity formation and confidence in social situations.
Bilingualism and multilingualism have implications for lifelong learning. Children who develop strong multilingual skills often continue to benefit cognitively and socially as they grow older. Research indicates that bilingual adults show improved attention control, problem-solving, and cognitive resilience (Bialystok et al., 2012). Therefore, fostering multilingualism in childhood is not just about short-term academic gains; it lays the foundation for long-term intellectual, social, and professional advantages. By embedding structured programs, immersive experiences, and opportunities for meaningful language use into education, schools can ensure that children gain both immediate and lifelong benefits from bilingual and multilingual learning.
In conclusion, learning more than one language provides children with a wide range of benefits. Languages like Welsh and English support communication, cultural understanding, and a strong sense of identity. Learning multiple languages enhances thinking skills, creativity, memory, attention, and problem-solving. Theories from Vygotsky, Piaget, and Gardner demonstrate how language and experience shape cognitive and social development, highlighting the importance of supporting bilingual and multilingual learners. Programs like dual-language classes, immersion, and translanguaging provide structured opportunities to practise and strengthen language skills while encouraging cognitive growth. Supporting children to become bilingual or multilingual equips them with the flexibility, confidence, and skills needed to succeed in a diverse, connected, and multilingual world.
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