More than 11 million people living in the United Kingdom suffer with some form of hearing loss, or in fact one in six of the population, is the figure given by Action on Hearing Loss. Research has shown by 2035, these percentages are predicted to rise to one in five people. The world is changing and early exposure to sign language is crucial within early years settings (Action Hearing Loss, 2023). Within early childhood education, the embrace of multilingualism and bilingualism represents not only a holistic approach but also a gateway to endless opportunities for our cognitive, social, and emotional development. Research has suggested to us different key factors to help us understand this subject and has formed views on the benefits of children’s development within early years when submerged in a bilingual environment (Holmes, 2023). As societies become increasingly more interconnected, the importance of promoting and nurturing diversity from an early age cannot be underestimated (Learning Journals, 2021). This essay explores the multiple benefits that multilingualism and bilingualism offer within early years education, particularly in the context of sign language as and additional language. Within early childhood education, the incorporation of sign language as an additional language holds such significant importance. While spoken language is often the primary mode of communication, sign language serves as a powerful tool for fostering inclusivity, cognitive development, and communication skills in young learners. This essay explores the impact of bilingualism on brain development and divergent thinking, while also examining its links with early years frameworks and programs. Through this essay we uncover cognitive advantages and societal implications of embracing a diverse environment from an early age. Through this essay we aim to shed light upon the significance of nurturing and promoting bilingualism in educational settings and beyond. 

Early childhood multilingualism refers to the development of multiple languages in young children. Bilingualism on the other hand, focuses more specifically on being at ease in two languages. This period of a child's life is like a sponge for learning language, their minds can absorb it all. Growing up bilingual has many different advantages, it improves problem solving skills, mental capacity and enables understanding and communication with people from different backgrounds. It’s almost like giving them a superpower that will help them succeed in school and broadens their perspective on the world. (www.educhildcare.com.au, 2022)
Babies that were exposed to two or more languages were able to detect a switch in language as early as six months old. The abilities that a baby gains by learning a second or third language are immeasurable and acquiring one does not have a negative effect on a child’s first language. Children who speak many languages are able to quickly shift their attention and reply, demonstrating cognitive flexibility. (The Blossom Nursery, 2022)

Working within an early year’s education environment as a learning support assistant allows me to understand first hand benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism. As demonstrated in part 1 being able to undertake techniques and learn skills for better future practice is key in supporting young children’s holistic development (The Bell Foundation, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Hlk164553530]As demonstrated in part 1 I will discuss sign language as an additional language to help form an understanding on the importance within early years settings. Learning Journals, (2021) suggests, sign language as a second language in early childhood settings is crucial because it helps create a pathway to improved inclusion, communication, and cognitive development. With its tactile and visual elements, sign language offers children a special way to express themselves, to communicate with others while also developing their language skills and enabling meaningful communication. 

In classrooms and home environments where spoken language may not be fully accessible to all, sign language serves as a universal language, giving opportunities and empowers children, teachers, and families to express themselves confidently. As shown in the part 1 video I have used sign language as a universal language which was developed around the little trooper’s club ideas, this is a club formed by the SSCE (supporting service children within education) which my role is to support. We have many service families in our school who have different communication needs and the children asked us to help support them sign a song for there families and friends. The video you see today is in fact a lesson I taught through the whole school to display in our little trooper’s assembly for our SSCE silver award. We encouraged the children to lead the learning and provided the environment to enable this. 

In addition, it has been demonstrated that early childhood sign language exposure has major cognitive benefits. Research shows that learning sign language in addition to spoken language can improve cognitive development, improving problem solving, memory, and attention spans. Furthermore, fostering cognitive development and strengthening brain connections, this dual language exposure creates a solid basis for future academic achievements and success (Marschark, Sarchet and Trani, 2016). 

Beyond its benefits to cognitive development, early sign language exposure helps children grow socially and emotionally by encouraging empathy, collaboration, and understanding amongst peers. Children get a greater understanding of additional learning needs, which develops good understanding of acceptance and respect in this setting (Learning Journals, 2021). 

The term cognitive development describes how mental functions like memory, problem solving, and language acquisition expands and matures. It is an essential component of a child's whole development since it prepares them for the day to day outside world. Multisensory learning, which includes using numerous senses at once during learning is one useful strategy for enabling cognitive growth in young students (California Department of Education, n.d.). 

Developing sign language as a skill is an excellent example of the benefits of multisensory learning for cognitive growth. Jones, (2023) supports our understanding 
of Makaton and BSL (British Sign Language). These are widely used in Wales with Makaton being more popular in early years. Makaton incorporates many of the signs from BSL but unlike BSL also includes English language and Symbols. This results in over 100,000 users, many who have hearing difficulties but is also a great use of communication for children with other additional learning needs who face challenges with language communication. In order to communicate meaning, these two methods combine tactile, visual, and occasionally oral cues. When children engage in learning sign language, they are using their hands to manipulate signs which engages their sense of touch in addition to their visual processing of hand motions and facial expressions. Furthermore, they might also incorporate auditory input by having spoken words used while teaching sign language (makaton.org, n.d.).

Learning sign language activates various regions of the brain and encourages the development of neural connections related to language acquisition and comprehension since it involves numerous forms of sensory input. Studies have indicated that this multisensory method of learning improves children's memory retention, cognitive flexibility, and spacial awareness (Sbu.edu, 2024).

Learning Journals, (2021) suggests that memory retention is also enhanced through multisensory learning of sign language. The combination of visual input and auditory cues create a rich learning experience that strengthens memory. Sign Language can also increase vocabulary in young children with different additional needs other than hearing impairment, being actively involved with signing promotes muscle memory supporting the theory of more senses used during learning the greater the overall information retention. Children are more likely to remember signs and their meanings when they engage with them using multiple senses, leading to more robust language skills over time.

Moving onto Cognitive flexibility according to research in the Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education, children who learn sign language have more creativity, greater problem solving abilities. Both sides of the brain are active when learning sign language, which enhances cognitive flexibility. This helps us understand the importance of being able to adapt between different senses. The capacity to adjust and transition between various tasks or modes of thought is referred to as cognitive flexibility. As they watch, imitate, and understand signs, children learning sign language have to be able to continually transition between visuals, physical and audio senses. This cognitive flexibility is useful in problem-solving and environmental development, and it extends beyond learning a new language. (www.linkedin.com, n.d.)
Increased connectivity is the combination of multiple different senses, such as tactile, visual, and occasionally auditory cues during the learning process of sign language leads to the interconnection of brain regions that process these sensory inputs, which work together to promote language understanding and production. This better connectivity makes it easier for different brain areas involved in language processing to communicate effectively, which speeds up and improves the accuracy of language learning. (Supekar et al., 2013)

Sensory Integration Education, (2023) Helps us understand sensory integration. Learning to understand in sign language requires children to combine sensory feelings from manually manipulating signs with visual cues from hand gestures and facial expressions. Children who learn sign language may therefore show enhanced sensory processing skills and increased sensitivity to physical and visual stimuli.


Another cognitive ability that is enhanced by studying sign language is spacial awareness. The meaning of sign language is mostly expressed through gestures and physical interactions. Children need to become familiar with the way signs are formed in connection to their own bodies and the environment. (Marschark et al., 2015)

Makaton can assist those who have difficulty with expressing their needs, thoughts or emotions. It supports understanding speech, remembering and organising. 
teachers and family and friends of individuals with learning disabilities can use Makaton to understand a child’s needs. 

Furthermore, mainstream education settings frequently use Makaton to help pupils improve their reading, language and communication abilities. Since children with and without language challenges would interact, learn and play together effortlessly, it encourages inclusion (Mencap, n.d.). A more inclusive society is promoted by early sign language exposure, which fosters empathy and understanding for people with a variety of additional needs. 
Continuing with brain development aided by sign language, early teaching of sign language can have a significant impact on a child's brain development. Children's brains change in unique ways when they learn sign language at crucial stages of brain development, which are typically within early childhood. These changes affect the way that children process speech and understand.  
Another benefit of teaching a second or third language at an early age is enhanced neuroplasticity. A young child's brain is highly plastic, which means that it can form and restructure connections between neurons in response to experiences that teach new things. This neuroplasticity is tapped into by early sign language exposure, which results in the formation of specific neural pathways for processing visual language input. These networks become finely tuned to recognize and understand various handshapes, movements and facial expressions typical of sign language.
(Cardin et al., n.d.)
When beginning to understand how brain development supports expanded language capabilities, Stephenson, (2024) indicates that early exposure to sign language might actually boost overall language capacity, squashing the common belief that learning sign language could delay the development of spoken language.
Overall, after researching different views on how early exposure to sign language influences the physical and cognitive structure of the growing brain, enhancing a child's ability to communicate verbally and cognitively. Through the use of the brain's natural flexibility and ability to combine many senses, learning sign language creates an immersive and engaging environment that promotes the best possible brain development in the formative years of childhood.


Divergent thinking refers to a cognitive process whereby a single problem or input prompts the production of several ideas, solutions or alternatives. It involves looking at several viewpoints, taking into account different strategies, and coming up with original or unusual ideas. Convergent thinking is a process that contrasts with Divergent thinking and involves narrowing down possibilities to find a single right answer or solution, divergent thinking includes expanding on options (Guthrie, 2022).
Sign language could help facilitate this process. Below are different ways how diverse thinking can be encouraged by sign language:

[bookmark: _Hlk164614564]Iconicity is the usage of communication which have some resemblance to their principles in sign language. Because users of sign language must figure out how to visually communicate abstract ideas or actions, this aspect of the language encourages creativity. For instance, the "bird" sign may resemble the flapping of wings using hand motions, encouraging people to come up with unique and distinctive methods to represent diverse concepts (Kaneko and Sutton-Spence, 2012)

Expression, variation and flexibility is a form of divergent thinking since sign language isn't limited by the same grammatical rules as spoken languages, expression may be more freely expressed. Signs, gestures, body language and facial expressions may all be used by children to convey complex meanings. Because signers may experiment with many methods to convey ideas using a combination of visual and physical aspects, this flexibility promotes diverse thinking. Due to language differences, personal signing preferences, and cultural influences, sign language allows a variety of expressions. This unpredictability promotes a creative and innovative mentality, which in turn promotes diverse thinking. (encyclopedia.pub, n.d.)

In summary to the information provided on divergent thinking, sign language enables creativity, expression, variation, flexibility, iconicity and cultural diversity all of which contribute to diverse thinking. Signers are encouraged to investigate other viewpoints, come up with alternative approaches and address problems from different angles by engaging with the visual and spacial aspects of language. This eventually develops a mindset of creative inquiry and creativity.
Top of Form

In Wales, programmes and frameworks that support inclusion, accessibility and diversity of languages incorporate sign language. Wales have in place policies, legislation, rights, engagement and education support to ensure that bilingualism is valued and enabled. 

[bookmark: _Hlk164616559]Welsh and English are both recognised as official languages in Wales, which has a long history of bilingualism. This policy also applies to sign language, with the objective of promoting bilingualism for people who use visual and physical forms of communication. The use of sign languages such as British Sign Language (BSL) or Makaton are communication aids to support this. The bilingual framework of Wales acknowledges sign language as a valid language with its own terminology, vocabulary and cultural value (GOV.WALES, n.d.).

Within education in Wales, sign language is essential for meeting the communication and learning needs of pupils who are hard of hearing, deaf or have additional learning needs. The Welsh government has taken steps to ensure that teaching approaches, support services and educational resources are inclusive of and accessible to all students who have communication needs. This might involve engaging with sign language interpreters, providing specialised sign language training for staff in mainstream and speech and specialized units and educating teachers and staff in awareness and communication techniques. (GOV.WALES, n.d.).

Curriculum for Wales British sign language (BSL) guidance Consultation Document, n.d.) provide inclusive policies to ensure the needs of children in Wales are met. Policies that promote accessibility and inclusion in a wide range of areas, such as government, social services and healthcare, all incorporate sign language. The Welsh government supports hard of hearing, deaf and additional learning needs children’s ability to communicate, access necessary services and fully engage in society by encouraging the use of sign language support. This involves developing guidelines for meeting the communication requirements of deaf people, educating the public and offering training courses to service providers.

Wales's sign language cultural tradition is acknowledged as an essential component, showcasing the nation's variety of languages and cultures. The UK first acknowledged sign language as a language on 18 March 2003. An important part of Welsh identity, sign language is celebrated, preserved and promoted. This could involve undertaking projects like festivals, St Davids day celebrations, Sign Language Week that was celebrated 18 to 24 March 2024, cultural gatherings, and educational courses that showcase the heritage, customs, and accomplishments of Wales’s visual communication population. 
Sign language holds great community engagement within Wales’ education system. As I've demonstrated in part 1, the children preformed a display of sign language to the local community, family and friends. To enhance knowledge, exposure and an awareness of community among deaf individuals and sign language users, community engagement programmes work to promote sign language. These might include internet communities, social clubs, peer support groups and community based organisations that give deaf people and ALN children a way to communicate, exchange stories and get resources in sign language (www.gov.wales, 2016).

A comprehensive international convention on human rights, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) describes the legal, political, economic, social and cultural rights of children. The rights for children who are deaf, hard of hearing or have additional learning needs to learn sign language are closely linked to many articles in the UNCRC.
According to article 29, education should focus on helping children reach their full potential, which includes respecting their languages and ensuring that their community understands and values their language. The ability to acquire sign language is essential to the language identity and cognitive development of children who primarily communicate with it. Children with communication difficulties can engage completely in learning activities and fulfil their educational potential when they have access to education in sign language. Other articles that also support this is article 23, article 6 and article 24. The UNCRC provides multiple sections that highlight the rights to education, language identity, participation, development and health all promote the right of deaf, hard-of-hearing children or ALN children to learn sign language. According to the UNCRC's commitments, providing deaf children with access to sign language instruction is crucial to their complete inclusion, engagement and well-being in society. (UNICEF UK, n.d.)
All things considered, sign language interacts with a number of frameworks and programmes in Wales, demonstrating a dedication to language variety, inclusion and the social empowerment of the deaf within Welsh culture. 

In conclusion, the implementation of sign language as multilingualism and bilingualism into early childhood education within Wales is a testament to the country's dedication to language diversity, inclusion and the overall well-being of every child. Early sign language exposure has several advantages for children's cognitive, social and emotional development, as this essay has shown. 
Children who are deaf or hard of hearing, as well as those with special learning difficulties, can communicate using sign language, making it an effective tool for promoting inclusion. It encourages peer empathy and understanding, strengthens communication abilities, and advances cognitive development. Moreover, early exposure to sign language has been demonstrated to benefit brain development by improving neural connection, memory retention and cognitive flexibility. In Wales, the inclusion of sign language in educational frameworks and initiatives is a reflection of a larger commitment to advancing social justice, equality and diversity. Wales honours the rich multilingual legacy of its nation and makes sure that each child has the chance to flourish by integrating sign language into educational procedures, regulations and cultural events. 
It is essential that we never stop pushing for the rights of deaf, hard-of-hearing and ALN children to receive support services and education through sign language. To develop an inclusive and encouraging learning environment for all students, this involves educating the community, training teachers, staff and encouraging collaboration amongst everyone.
In conclusion, sign language is essential in influencing Wales' educational system and promoting inclusiveness, diversity and inclusivity as well as enabling every child to realise their full potential. Wales displays its commitment to creating a more equal and welcoming society for future generations by establishing sign language as an essential part of early childhood education.
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