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This essay will support the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism, with a focus on children’s brain development and divergent thinking. Links to the Foundation Phase and Curriculum Cymraeg will be analysed to establish how practitioners can reinforce and develop bilingualism in the Early Years.
Within the world’s population, most people can speak more than one language (Grosjean, 1982; Tucker, 1998), these people are described as bilingual (speaking two languages) and multilingual (speaking more than two languages). Speaking one language is described as monolingual (McLeod et al., 2015). Starting to learn a second language from an early age gives young children the potential to develop bilingually. There are different types of second language acquisition which have been split into two categories: ‘simultaneous acquisition’ and ‘sequential acquisition’. Simultaneous acquisition is common in children whose carers speak different languages to the child from birth. For example, a mother may speak one language to the child and the father another language. Sequential acquisition is when the child has established a language at home and then starts to learn an additional language when entering a pre-school setting or school (Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000).
Research has shown there to be many advantages and benefits for both children and adults who are able speak more than one language, especially cognitive benefits. Children who are bilingual have an advantage at school or further education as they are more focused on tasks and less distracted. Bilingual children who have been educated in their second language have proved to outperform those who have just one language (Bonfiglio, 2017). Peal and Lambert (1962) found advantages linked with bilingual development in Montreal, where bilingual children performed better in tests than monolingual children. Han (2010) discovered that bilingual Latino preschool children showed greater socio-emotional well-being than monolingual white children (Cunningham, 1999).
The Millennium Cohort Study found that children who had been brought up speaking more than one language outperformed their peers who only spoke English, in both the English and Mathematic subjects by the age of seven (Bennet, 2017).
Bilingualism has positive effects on the brain, as it affects the development and efficiency of the brain’s multifactorial ‘executive control system’. In situations that required high monitoring demands, bilinguals were faster and outperformed monolingual people in spatial working memory tasks (Munoz, 2014). Studies have also shown that bilingualism can reduce the risk of having a stroke, as well as faster stroke recovery, and for older bilingual adults there tends to be less cognitive decline. It can also delay the onset of Dementia and Alzheimer’s disease and lower stress levels. Research has shown bilinguals to have a better attention span and can multi-task better than monolinguals, as bilinguals are constantly switching from one language to another (Bonfiglio, 2017). Switching of languages is known as ‘code switching,’ where a child who is learning an additional language in a pre-school setting or school may use both languages as they speak (Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000).
There are many advantages for being a bilingual adult, which can include more job opportunities (especially in the workplace with international offices), being able to communicate with locals when travelling, it opens new social opportunities where you can identify with people’s cultures and you have a better advantage to be able to pass your additional language onto your own children (Bonfiglio, 2017).
People who speak more than one language and own more than one culture are known as multicultural, these are seen to be more sympathetic, sensitive and have respect for other people and other cultures (Baker, 1993).
Anthony (2016) reports that research has shown that bilinguals have improved listening, communication and problem-solving skills and he explains how practitioners can implement the Welsh language into settings by responding correctly and continuing the use of the language through role modelling, as this will improve the child’s confidence in learning and using the language. He also reports that Welsh Governments Welsh medium education strategy aims to provide enough childcare practitioners with high quality Welsh language skills within the workplace. 
Divergent thinkers are seen to have a variety of answers to questions, making them more creative, imaginative, elastic, open ended and free in thinking. Convergent thinking restricts children as there is only one correct answer. Research on a variety of measures of divergent thinking, internationally and cross cultural has compared bilinguals and monolinguals. Most of the results suggest that bilinguals are better than monolinguals on divergent thinking tests. This hypothesis is that children who have more than one language may increase fluency, flexibility, originality and elaboration in thinking, as bilinguals have many more words for a single object or idea making them more creative in their thinking (Baker, 1993).
Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke (2000) noted that for children learning a new language in a pre-school setting or school, it is important that their home language is continued for social and personal development. The first home language is important within the family circle to strengthen the bond between family members. Children learning English as an additional language may continue to use their home language as means of communication and practitioners should support this. They may also be reluctant to speak if they do not know or understand the language but may communicate with non-verbal gestures. When exposed to a new language some children may enter the ‘silent period’, where they do not speak at all. Practitioners need to be aware of this and help these children by including them in interactions (Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000).
 A group of theorists from the 1920s, known as the behaviourists, most typically associated with Skinner (1957) thought that children learnt a language through a process involving imitation, where language had to be ‘put into’ children. This was challenged in 1968. Chomsky (1965) believed that every child has a ‘language acquisition device’ (LAD) and that they are born with the ability to learn any language that they hear. He said that babies are born to learn, talk and listen and that they talk because they are genetically equipped to do so, and they learn partly through the people that they meet, communicate and socialise with (Bruce and Meggitt, 2006).
From birth, all children attain a first language regardless of what language that is. When a child enters pre-school or school, the language may not be the same as their ‘home’ language. The process of learning an additional language starts when the child enters such environments, allowing them to become bilingual. Interaction with adults and their peers is the key to acquisition of language in the early years’ environment (Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000).
Practitioners should treat children learning an additional language (and their families) with respect and encourage their first language to be spoken, as it is important for the self-esteem of the child and the celebration of culture and language should be embedded into daily activities (Smidt, 1998).
The Welsh Government (2015) is committed to developing and promoting the Welsh language and culture to all schools across Wales. The Foundation Phase contributes to the ‘Curriculum Cymreig’ by developing the children’s understanding of the cultural identity across all areas of learning, through an integrated approach. Children should have a sense of belonging and an understanding of Welsh heritage by having the opportunity to learn and appreciate the language, images, objects, sounds and tastes that are present in Wales today. This can be done in the early years’ settings by implementing such items and activities into planning. There should be an awareness that Wales is a country with two languages, Welsh and English, although there should be positive attitudes to speakers of other languages.  
According to Drury, Miller and Campbell (2000) practitioners need to ensure that the provision is ‘inclusive’ to meet the aims of the curriculum, and that all developing bilingual children have equal opportunities towards these aims. Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke (2000) recognise that repetition is crucial in the early phases of second language acquisition to enable the children to practice the language and as a social strategy (Clarke 1996; Tabors 1997). It is also important to use routine language every day throughout the session and to praise the children in their efforts with ‘well done’, as this will help the learner to develop self-confidence. 
The Welsh Government (2015) states that Welsh medium schools should follow the educational programme of the Language, Literacy and Communication Skills Area of Learning and in schools where English is the main form of communication, children’s Welsh language skills should be progressively developed through the Foundation Phase by implementing the Welsh Language Development Area of Learning. By implementing the Welsh Language Development Area of learning in the Foundation Phase, practitioners need to ensure that they provide language rich environments to help the children to use and communicate the Welsh language to the best of their ability. They need to have the opportunity to listen to Welsh being spoken by providing enjoyable practical planned activities, both indoors and outdoors using a range of stimuli. Children should be encouraged to use the Welsh language to communicate their needs and express their feelings. Simple rhymes and stories need to be confidently introduced in the Welsh language to develop the children’s additional Welsh language and cultural awareness, as according to Hohmann and Weikart (2002) ‘language and literacy develop through interactions.’ Children who are immersed in an environment where oral communication is valued, are eager to learn and master the language (Hohmann and Weikart, 2002). 
Vygotsky (1962, 1978) and Bruner (1983, 1990a, b) both agreed that it is important in language development and the social context to support interactions between two-way relationships in the early years. Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) which represents the gap in what children can do and what they may need assistance with, shows that children can reach beyond their potential development with the help of an adult in learning a second language. Bruner (1983) emphasised that the child needs assistance and support from the adult in second language acquisition, and children not only need to be exposed to this language but also need to be encouraged to actively use it when attending the pre-school setting or school (Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke, 2000). 
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