Bilingualism and multilingualism refer to the use of two or more languages by an individual or within a community. Bilingualism generally describes competence in two languages, whereas multilingualism involves the use of three or more languages, with proficiency levels varying according to context and function (Grosjean, 2010). In the United Kingdom and globally, these linguistic practices are increasingly common due to migration, globalisation, education policies, and digital communication (Baker, 2011).
This paper provides an overview of bilingualism and multilingualism by outlining key definitions and examining how these phenomena develop in social and educational contexts. It also considers the cognitive, cultural, and societal dimensions of using multiple languages, including both benefits and challenges. By exploring these themes, the discussion aims to establish a clear foundation for understanding the role of bilingualism and multilingualism in contemporary societies.
Research literature strongly emphasises the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism for cognitive, educational, and social development. According to Bialystok (2011), individuals who use more than one language develop greater metalinguistic awareness, enabling them to think about language as a system and apply this understanding across learning contexts. This enhanced awareness is particularly valuable in educational settings, where language underpins achievement in all curriculum areas.
In the UK context, learners identified as speaking English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL) form an increasingly significant part of the school population. Conteh (2018) argues that recognising and valuing learners home languages promotes inclusion, identity development, and academic success. Rather than viewing EAL or WAL as deficits, schools that adopt asset based approaches enable pupils to transfer skills and knowledge across languages.
From a neurological perspective, bilingualism has been linked to positive brain development. Bialystok, Craik and Luk (2012) explain that the constant management of multiple languages strengthens executive functioning, including attention control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility. These skills contribute directly to divergent thinking, defined as the ability to generate multiple ideas or solutions. As Baker (2011) notes, bilingual individuals often show greater creativity and problem solving capacity due to their experience navigating different linguistic and cultural systems.
To support these outcomes, structured frameworks and programmes have been introduced. In England, EAL frameworks guide schools in embedding inclusive, language aware practices, while in Wales the Curriculum for Wales promotes bilingualism and multilingualism as central to learning. These frameworks ensure that linguistic diversity is supported systematically, allowing learners to fully benefit from bilingual and multilingual education.
This discussion has highlighted the key benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism, particularly in relation to cognitive development, educational inclusion, and creative thinking. The evidence demonstrates that learners who use more than one language often develop stronger metalinguistic awareness, enhanced executive functioning, and greater capacity for divergent thinking. In the UK context, effective support for learners of English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL) is essential in ensuring equitable access to learning and positive educational outcomes. Frameworks such as the National Curriculum in England and the Curriculum for Wales play an important role in embedding inclusive, language aware practices across schools.
Future practice should continue to adopt asset-based approaches that value learners  home languages and cultural identities. Schools and practitioners should prioritise staff training, whole school language policies, and collaborative engagement with families. By strengthening these practices, educational settings can further support bilingual and multilingual learners and maximise the cognitive, social, and educational benefits already identified, without introducing new theoretical perspectives.
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