Bilingualism offers a wide range of cognitive, social, cultural, and educational benefits. Research consistently shows that children exposed to more than one language develop enhanced, including improved attention control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility. These skills support children’s ability to switch between tasks, manage distractions, and adapt to new situations—abilities that are essential for learning across the curriculum.
From a linguistic perspective, bilingual children often demonstrate heightened , meaning they have a deeper understanding of how language works. This awareness supports early literacy development, phonological awareness, and the ability to transfer skills between languages. For example, a child who understands rhyme or syllable segmentation in their home language can apply these skills when learning Welsh or English.
Socially and emotionally, bilingualism strengthens children’s sense of identity and belonging. Maintaining a home language allows children to stay connected to family, culture, and heritage, which contributes to emotional security and self‑esteem. In diverse communities, multilingualism also fosters empathy and intercultural understanding, as children learn to navigate different linguistic and cultural contexts.
Educationally, bilingualism opens doors to broader opportunities. Children who grow up with more than one language often find it easier to learn additional languages later in life and have access to a wider range of cultural and academic resources. In Wales, bilingualism is particularly valued as part of national identity and cultural preservation, making it a key priority for early years settings.
In the Welsh context, children may be learning Welsh, English, or both as additional languages. WAL and EAL development is shaped by the same principles as any language acquisition: children need meaningful exposure, opportunities for interaction, and supportive adults who model language in authentic contexts.
A crucial aspect of WAL/EAL practice is recognising but a foundation for learning. When practitioners encourage families to maintain and celebrate their home languages, children benefit cognitively and emotionally. Research shows that strong development in a first language supports the acquisition of additional languages, as children transfer conceptual knowledge and linguistic structures across languages.
Children learning WAL/E, during which they observe, listen, and internalise language before attempting to speak. This is a normal stage of language development and should not be misinterpreted as delay or disengagement. During this time, practitioners can support children through visual aids, gestures, repetition, predictable routines, and rich play‑based interactions.
In Wales, the promotion of Welsh language development is embedded in national policy. Cymraeg 2050 aims to reach one million Welsh speakers by 2050, and early years settings are central to achieving this goal. Welsh is heard, used, and valued helps children develop confidence and familiarity with the language. For WAL/EAL learners, inclusive strategies such as dual‑language books, multilingual displays, and culturally responsive practice ensure that all children 
The early years are a period of extraordinary brain development. During the first few years of life, the brain forms neural connections at a rapid pace, shaped by experiences, relationships, and interactions.The brain’s ability to adapt and reorganise in response to environmental input.
Language exposure plays a significant role in shaping neural pathways. When children hear and use language in meaningful contexts, the brain strengthens networks associated with communication, memory, and executive functioning. Bilingual exposure enhances these networks further, as the brain learns to manage multiple linguistic systems simultaneously. This contributes to improved attention control, problem‑solving, and cognitive flexibility.
Another key process in early brain development is , where unused neural connections are eliminated while frequently used ones are strengthened. This highlights the importance of rich, varied experiences in early childhood. Environments that offer diverse language input, responsive interactions, and opportunities for exploration support optimal brain development.
Emotional development is also deeply rooted in early brain processes. Warm, responsive relationships help shape the limbic system, which governs emotional regulation, attachment, and social understanding. For bilingual or multilingual children, maintaining strong emotional connections through home language can support secure attachment and overall wellbeing.



