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Bilingualism and multilingualism are becoming more important in early years education, especially in Wales, where both Welsh and English shape children's linguistic contexts. Encouraging children to engage with multiple languages is crucial for cultural understanding, cognitive development, and communication. Welsh Government guidelines highlight that "Welsh belongs to us all" (Welsh Government, 2022), recognising our nation's dedication to ensuring that every child has sufficient chances to develop bilingual skills. The cognitive benefits of bilingualism are demonstrated by research like Bialystok (2001), while theorists like Vygotsky and Cummins highlight the importance of social interaction and bilingualism to support learning. Examples from my storytelling activity based on The Gruffalo, where Welsh animal vocabulary was introduced through illustrations and props, will be used throughout this project to show how bilingual learning can be effectively incorporated into early years practice.
Benefits of Bilingualism / Multilingualism 
[bookmark: _Int_pKKF0EiN][bookmark: _Int_Hk40LK9I]Bilingualism offers a range of cognitive, linguistic, and social benefits for children. Cummins’ Threshold Hypothesis proposes that once children reach sufficient ability in both languages, they experience advantages such as improved attention, memory and problem‑solving (Cummins, 1979). These benefits are often seen in simultaneous bilinguals, whose early exposure supports natural conversational ability. Poarch and Van Hell (2019) reinforce this, showing that bilingual and multilingual children demonstrate stronger skills in inhibition and flexible thinking, with multilingual children showing the greatest gains. Welsh policy reflects these perspectives: Cymraeg 2050 and the Curriculum for Wales emphasise encouraging bilingualism from the early years to support cognitive development, cultural identity, and equal learning opportunities. In practice, this means creating environments where children use both languages through play and interaction, drawing on bilingualism as a cognitive and social resource.
[bookmark: _Int_GS8cpAdR][bookmark: _Int_B1DqbEVf]Sequential bilingualism where children learn a second language after their first also offers important developmental benefits. Research shows that sequential bilinguals often develop a deeper sense of belonging, as learning an additional language allows them to connect with new communities and feel included in multiple cultural contexts. García and Wei (2014) highlight that children use all their language skills to engage socially and culturally, strengthening identity and adaptability. Welsh policy similarly recognises the value of all linguistic backgrounds, saying that children who learn an additional language, benefit cognitively, socially, and culturally. In practice this means acknowledging and using children’s home languages alongside new ones, enabling sequential bilinguals to build confidence, and belonging as they develop both languages.
[bookmark: _Int_ahfo2KIK]These benefits were evident in my storytelling activity using The Gruffalo. Switching between English and Welsh allowed children to hear two ways of naming the same animal, helping them understand that languages can express ideas differently. Repeating the Welsh vocabulary supported memory and focus, while comparing the two languages encouraged children to think about how language works one of the key benefits of bilingual development.
Welsh / English as an Additional Language
[bookmark: _Int_ao6c8gIE]In Wales, many children enter education with Welsh or English as an Additional Language (WAL/EAL). These learners may speak a different home language due to migration, resettlement, or multilingual family backgrounds, and therefore acquire Welsh or English as a second or third language through everyday interaction, play and participation in the curriculum (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2025). The Curriculum for Wales emphasises that education should “build on learners’ existing linguistic resources rather than replace them” (Welsh Government, 2022), recognising home languages as valuable foundations for further language learning. 
Bruner’s Language Acquisition Support System (LASS) highlights the role of adults in structuring interaction, modelling language, and providing routines that support children’s linguistic development (Bruner, 1983). Similarly, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory views language as a cultural tool learned through guided participation within the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978). For WAL/EAL learners, scaffolding is essential, particularly during early immersion in Welsh medium settings. García and Wei (2014) further emphasise that bilingual learners use all their languages to make meaning, showing why supportive, flexible environments matter.
[bookmark: _Int_96MxqGpG][bookmark: _Int_4qdSUMQh]This was clearly shown in my storytelling activity using The Gruffalo, where Welsh animal vocabulary was introduced through English to Welsh code switching. Visual props supported meaning making, while repetition of Welsh words provided structured scaffolding consistent with Bruner’s LASS. The bilingual interaction enabled children to connect new Welsh vocabulary to their existing linguistic knowledge, supporting confidence and participation. This approach aligns with Welsh Government policy promoting immersion and the Curriculum for Wales’ emphasis on valuing linguistic diversity and supporting learners to develop bilingual ability.
Brain Development 
[bookmark: _Int_sodZmTbj][bookmark: _Int_AxmoW3LQ][bookmark: _Int_eJsCJIZE][bookmark: _Int_pfIHlVLe]Research shows that bilingualism has a measurable impact on early brain development, by Berken et al. (2017) showing that early bilingual is linked to changes in brain structure, particularly in areas related to language and thinking skills. Foundational work by Bialystok (2001; 2006) shows that bilingual children perform better on tasks involving inhibitory control, attentional switching, and cognitive flexibility, as they must constantly monitor and select the appropriate language. More recent evidence from Poarch (2018) reinforces this, showing that bilingual children outperform monolinguals in working memory, inhibition, and attentional control, suggesting that managing two active language systems acts as cognitive training that strengthens the developing prefrontal cortex. García and Wei’s (2014) theory helps explain these findings by showing that bilingual children use all their language skills together to make meaning, supporting flexible thinking and problem solving. These ideas are reflected in Welsh policy: the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) highlights home languages as valuable resources, and Cymraeg 2050 emphasises the importance of early bilingual experiences for cognitive, linguistic and cultural development.

This was evident in my storytelling activity using The Gruffalo, where children listened to and repeated Welsh animal vocabulary while switching between English and Welsh. Matching the Welsh words to the animal pictures required children to focus and hold information in mind, reflecting the skills described by Bialystok and Poarch. The bilingual interaction also aligned with García and Wei’s translanguaging framework, as children used their existing English knowledge to support their understanding of new Welsh vocabulary. Through repetition, visual prompts and flexible language use, the activity supported children’s focus, memory and ability to switch between languages—key aspects of early brain development highlighted in contemporary research and recognised within Welsh educational policy.
 Divergent Thinking 
Divergent thinking refers to the ability to generate multiple ideas, possibilities, or solutions, and is associated with creativity, flexible thinking and problem solving (Guilford, 1967). In his Structure of Intellect model, Guilford found divergent production as a key mental operation involving fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration. These skills enable children to explore ideas in different directions and thrive in open ended learning experiences.
[bookmark: _Int_kW8dgDEP]Research suggests that bilingual children often show stronger divergent thinking because switching between languages strengthens their ability to think flexibly and understand how language works. Bialystok (2001) says that bilingualism supports skills such as focusing attention and shifting between tasks, while recent findings by Kharkhurin, Koncha and Charkhabi (2023) show that multilingual experience directly enhances divergent thinking, particularly in fluency, flexibility, and originality. This evidence aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises developing ambitious, capable learners who can think creatively, make connections, and apply knowledge across languages. In practice bilingual learning experiences can be made to gently encourage divergent thinking for example, by using open ended prompts or giving children opportunities to explore ideas across Welsh and English in imaginative, flexible ways.
If I were to extend this storytelling activity, I would add more opportunities for divergent thinking. Building on the bilingual elements already in place, I would use open‑ended questions that invite children to imagine new characters, events or endings to The Gruffalo. Integrating Welsh and English vocabulary within these creative discussions would further strengthen children’s flexible thinking, reflecting Bialystok’s (2001) work on mental shifting. This approach would nurture imaginative problem‑solving and meaningful engagement with both languages, consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) view of language as a cultural tool that supports higher‑order thinking.
Frameworks and Programmes 
[bookmark: _Int_zVkqE7Yu][bookmark: _Int_w5NDW36p][bookmark: _Int_4JLLbAEK]Bilingual education in Wales is shaped by national policy frameworks designed to expand Welsh medium provision and increase everyday use of the language. Cymraeg 2050 outlines the Welsh Government’s ambition to reach one million Welsh speakers by 2050, emphasising early years provision, family language transmission and increased Welsh use across communities and public services (Welsh Government, 2017). Programmes such as Cymraeg for Kids support this agenda by helping parents introduce Welsh at home through play based sessions, which have been shown to build parental confidence and strengthen early language transmission (Welsh Government, 2019). The National Policy on Welsh Language Transmission and Use in Families further highlights the importance of early intervention, emphasising the role of maternity services, health visitors, and early years settings in embedding Welsh into daily routines (Welsh Government, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_gkHeIG9W]Research on Welsh‑medium education shows that immersion from an early age is the most effective route to fluency, while Welsh taught solely as a subject rarely produces high level ability (Jones, 2016). Baker (2011) similarly argues that high quality bilingual education supports cognitive development, cultural identity, and long term academic outcome. Alongside national policy, the Clubs Welsh Promise provides a structured pathway for childcare settings to embed Welsh into daily practice, progressing from Bronze to Gold as they work towards the Active Offer (Clybiau Plant Cymru Kids’ Clubs, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_K3MiDPFT][bookmark: _Int_z1Jt0uuc][bookmark: _Int_JZ6IDvRS]These frameworks align with learning theories such as Bruner’s scaffolding, where adults support children to access new language, and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, which emphasises guided learning. This was reflected in my storytelling activity using The Gruffalo, where Welsh animal vocabulary was introduced through pictures and props. This mirrors the aims of Cymraeg 2050 by embedding Welsh naturally into daily routines. The visual scaffolds supported children’s understanding of new Welsh words, demonstrating how policy, theory and practice intersect within early years bilingual education.

Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Int_PnDGb2gy]In conclusion bilingualism plays an important role in early childhood, supporting children’s cognitive, linguistic, and social development. Cummins’ work reinforces that developing ability in both languages leads to deeper cognitive benefits, while Vygotsky emphasises the importance of social interaction and guided participation in shaping language learning. Within the Welsh context, bilingual education is particularly significant, supporting national aims to promote Welsh language use and cultural identity. The storytelling activity I did using The Gruffalo demonstrated how practical, play based experiences can embed these theories in meaningful ways. By introducing Welsh vocabulary through engaging interaction, the activity illustrated how bilingual practice enriches learning and supports children’s holistic development.
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