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Bilingualism and multilingualism in Early Years
Bilingualism is considered having the capacity to use and understand more than one language. However, defining bilingualism is complex as it has different interpretations to people depending on their experiences. A person may be fluent in two languages while another person is able to understand another language by listening to it or reading it but not able to speak it. (NALDIC, 2011, p.1) Professor Colin Baker identified different types of bilingualism. According to Baker (2011) simultaneous bilingualism occurs when a child learns two languages at the same time from a young age. Research shows that the younger you are you can successfully learn multiple languages. (Singleton et al 2018) However this is not the case for every child as all children are unique. For some children learning a new language can cause confusion in the brain resulting in speech delay. Baker (2011) suggests that sequential bilingualism occurs when a child learns a predominant first language then learns a second language later. The usage of speaking three or more languages is referred to as multilingualism. 
There are many benefits to being bilingual and multilingual. According to Bright, P. and Filippi, R. (2019) a significant benefit of bilingualism is that it strengthens communication skills. Having the ability to speak more than one language allows for building positive relationships with family, friends and the community you live in.  This skill increases chances of employability as it demonstrates diversity and cultural awareness. Children who are exposed to more than one language from a young age develop strong cognitive skills and memory retention resulting in significant education advantages. Bilingual children find it easier to focus on tasks and develop strong problem-solving skills. Research shows bilingual children have higher levels literacy, maths and science skills than monolingual children. The Welsh Government have an aim to reach 1 million Welsh speakers by 2050. To achieve this goal there have been changes to education with an increase of Welsh-medium schools. In Welsh-medium primary schools children receive all their education in Welsh until the age of seven where English is then introduced, and parents have the choice whether they continue education in Welsh or English. (Welsh Government 2017) However, one challenge of receiving a full education in the medium of Welsh until eighteen years of age can be a disadvantage when starting further education in university as not all courses are available to study in Welsh. 
The Welsh Government (2014) identifies those children with a first language which is not Welsh or English need assistance to access the curriculum through the medium of Welsh, referred to as Welsh as an additional language. Children with WAL may have been born in a different country or may have parents who speak a different language. Children are assessed using the 5 stage model of WAL acquisition created by the Welsh Government which allows practitioners to identify the child’s starting learning point and track progress. Every child is different and will have different starting points. Children progress through stages differently due to varied experiences. The role of the practitioner is to work with parents and multiagency to support children who are identified in the lower stages. Practitioners need an awareness of children with language needs to provide additional support. Children with WAL face challenges following routine and being able to ask for help which can lead to feelings of frustration and confusion. To support this, practitioners could use visual cards of routines with pictures. When planning language activities, it is important to ensure it is child centred, this means it is appropriate for the age and ability of the child. 
Practitioners are responsible for being positive role models when promoting learning a language through speaking clearly, using appropriate body language and getting down to the level of the child. In my activity video I sat at floor level with the children making eye contact and ensuring facial expressions and movement of mouth when speaking could be clearly seen. Supporting a child learning a second language can be achieved by asking questions and allowing time for child to process and respond, as seen in my video. Asking questions is important to keep children engaged, making it more enjoyable which increases the chances of learning. I further supported my activity by providing bilingual resources, I created visual aids of coloured flash cards labelled in Welsh and English. This enables the children to make connections and makes it easier to memorise. During my activity I ensured the children were encouraged and praised regularly using the phrases “well done” and “da iawn”, this is fundamental to building confidence when learning an additional language. Skinner (1965) identifies how using positive reinforcement encourages the children to keep trying.
Learning a language has significant benefits for cognitive development. This ability is considered as exercising the mind which helps to build cognitive reserve. It is important to recognise how brain development happens when learning a new language. When a child hears a hears a language the auditory cortex processes what is being said. From here the brain takes it to Wernicke’s area where it makes sense of it. Hofman (2020) identifies that bilinguals have increased connectivity in this area. Information then travels from here to the Broca’s area where words form to respond. The motor cortex coordinates movements of the mouth and tongue to speak. This awareness is beneficial for practitioners as it helps identify children who have additional learning needs or delays. A child with additional learning needs will have a delay with this process. Practitioners can then provide further support and interventions. Repetition is a fundament part of learning a new language as it builds muscle memory. In my activity I used the sandwich technique designed by Dodson (1967) to support the children learning Welsh language. Kotkov (2021) explains how using this method allows children to convey new vocabulary and understand what is being said when we "sandwich" the familiar phrases between the new ones. Research shows that the brain is more receptive to learning language from a young age. However, it is a common misconception that adults will not be able to become fluent in a second language.  According to Lenneberg there is a critical period to learning a new language from the age of two to puberty suggesting that adults who learn a second language will be unsuccessful. (Friedmann, N. and Rusou, D. 2015) This supported by Chomsky who believes that children are more likely to be fluent in speaking two languages if they have learnt them from birth. According to Chomsky humans are all born with the ability and instinct to learn any language. Chomsky believes that children have a language acquisition device in their brain where language that they hear becomes organised and stored in specific ways. (BBC Radio 4 2015)
Robinson, K (2016) defines divergent thinking as the ability to think of more than one solution which is crucial for developing creativity. Robinson discovered that divergent thinking decreases the older children which he believes is due to education. This suggests that is it fundamental to encourage divergent thinking within the early years. Hoffman and Russ (2012) believe that children who are provided with various opportunities to play develop imagination which leads to the development divergent thinking skills. Research shows that bilingual speakers have improved diverse thinking skills compared to monolingual speakers. In 2007 Psycholinguist Ellen Bialystok carried out a study in Toronto comparing how bilinguals and monolinguals age, Bialystok discovered that people who are bilingual develop dementia four to five years later than those who are monolingual. Bialystok believes that learning language helps to build cognitive reserve by rewiring the brain and strengthening the executive system. Bilinguals have more grey matter and different neural connections meaning they can adjust more when areas of their brains are damaged. (University of Reading 2015)
To conclude, it is evident that being able to speak more than one language plays a significant role in the holistic development of a child. Children who are bilingual have stronger cognitive development and social skills which allows children to thrive across the curriculum in later education. Learning a second language in the early years promotes culture and cultural awareness. Culture provides a shared set of values which allows children to develop a strong identity and belonging. (Lebron, 2013, p.126) Promoting children to use their native language creates an inclusive learning environment. As outlined in Article 2 of the United Conventions Rights of the Child, children and young people should not be discriminated against. (UNICEF 1989) Activities that support this include singing songs in different languages, reading books that reflect diversity, exploring traditional foods that represent nationality for example in Wales making Welsh cakes and cawl. 
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