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Bilingualism and Its Impact on Brain Development, Creativity and Early Years Education in Wales
Bilingualism, commonly understood as the use of two languages, is a significant feature of early childhood education, particularly in Wales where Welsh and English coexist. However, bilingualism is not a fixed concept and exists on a spectrum, varying in proficiency, use and context (Baker and Wright, 2017). Children may use different languages across home, school and community settings, highlighting the distinction between language ability and language use.
Bilingualism can develop either simultaneously, from birth, or sequentially, when a second language is introduced later, often through education (Baker and Wright, 2017). These differences are important in early years practice, as children may require different forms of support depending on their language experience.
Research suggests that bilingualism can support cognitive development and creativity; however, these benefits are influenced by factors such as language exposure and educational environment. This essay will explore bilingualism in relation to brain development, creativity and early years education in Wales, while also considering key challenges and limitations.
One key benefit of bilingualism is cross-linguistic transfer, where skills learned in one language support learning in another. Baker, Park and Andress (2022) highlight that knowledge of letter–sound relationships and decoding skills can transfer across languages, contributing to the development of metalinguistic awareness and a deeper understanding of how language works.
Bilingual education has also been linked to positive academic outcomes. Cummins (1979) argues that children in immersion programmes can achieve high levels of proficiency in both languages without negatively affecting attainment, particularly when the first language is supported. However, these outcomes may depend on the level of exposure and quality of educational provision.
Bilingualism can also support social and cultural engagement, enabling individuals to communicate more widely and connect with cultural practices. In Wales, Welsh language skills may enhance employment opportunities; however, this can vary depending on regional use and access to Welsh-medium education.
At an individual level, bilingualism may support confidence and language development, with Bialystok (2017) suggesting that bilingual children often demonstrate greater grammatical awareness. This is reflected in the planned activity, where children link Welsh vocabulary to their existing knowledge through a colour hunt, supporting cross-linguistic transfer in a meaningful, play-based context.

Research suggests that bilingualism can influence brain development. Bialystok (2017) argues that bilingual children must manage two language systems, selecting one while inhibiting the other, which strengthens executive functioning skills such as attention, cognitive control and task switching.
These skills support learning by enabling children to focus, adapt and solve problems, although such advantages are not universal. Bialystok (2017) highlights that cognitive benefits depend on factors such as language use, proficiency and environmental support, suggesting they are shaped by experience rather than being automatic.
This is evident in the activity, where children listen to Welsh instructions and identify objects, requiring attention, language processing and appropriate responses, thereby supporting executive functioning (Bialystok, 2017).
Bilingualism has been linked to creativity, particularly through divergent thinking, or the ability to generate multiple ideas or solutions. Van Dijk et al. (2019) found that bilingual individuals often think more flexibly and make connections between concepts, supporting creative thinking.
This relationship can be understood through the Geneplore model (Finke et al., 1992), which describes creativity as involving the generation and exploration of ideas. Bilingual individuals may have an advantage in this process due to their ability to draw on multiple linguistic systems and perspectives.
Research by Hyusein and Göksun (2025) further suggests that language influences mental imagery, with more vivid imagery linked to divergent thinking. However, bilingualism does not directly cause creativity but instead supports the cognitive processes that contribute to it.
This is reflected in the activity, where children identify different objects for the same colour, encouraging flexible thinking and multiple responses (van Dijk et al., 2019).
In Wales, bilingualism is central to education and cultural identity. Thomas and Roberts (2011) found that children often use Welsh in school and English outside, suggesting bilingualism may be context-dependent rather than fully integrated into daily life, raising concerns about the long-term sustainability of Welsh.
This is particularly relevant in the context of Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL) and English as an Additional Language (EAL), where children may experience differing levels of exposure and support depending on their linguistic background.
The Welsh language is closely linked to identity and belonging. Selleck and Barakos (2023) argue it plays a key role in cultural participation; however, its symbolic presence in events and celebrations does not guarantee consistent everyday use, particularly in predominantly English-speaking communities.
The development of bilingualism depends on exposure and support. Without opportunities to use Welsh beyond education, children may struggle to maintain their skills, suggesting that schooling alone is insufficient and wider societal support is needed.
The activity reflects the Curriculum for Wales by promoting meaningful, play-based language use within the ‘Languages, Literacy and Communication’ Area. However, its effectiveness depends on continued language use beyond the classroom.
Access to bilingual education is also unequal. Evidence indicates that some Welsh-medium pupils with Additional Learning Needs receive support in English or insufficient provision (Welsh Language Commissioner and Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023). This highlights a gap between policy and practice, suggesting structural barriers continue to limit equitable access despite ongoing reforms.
Historically, early years education in Wales placed young children in formal learning environments with a strong focus on literacy and numeracy. However, this approach has shifted towards more play-based, child-centred learning, influenced by educational theories such as Montessori and Steiner (Siencyn, 2019).
The development of Welsh-medium education has also been significant. The establishment of Mudiad Meithrin in 1971 provided Welsh-medium early years settings, known as cylchoedd meithrin, where children are immersed in the Welsh language through play. This immersion approach supports natural language acquisition and has played a key role in revitalising the Welsh language.
Current policy in Wales, including the Curriculum for Wales, emphasises children’s rights, well-being and holistic development (Stewart, MacDonald and Waters-Davies, 2024). It promotes a child-centred approach and aims to provide equal opportunities for all learners. However, while these policies are strong in theory, there can be challenges in their implementation.
The activity also reflects the Welsh context, where Welsh is often used in structured settings such as circle time. By incorporating Welsh into an interactive activity, children are given meaningful opportunities to use the language beyond passive listening, supporting language development in a practical way.
Despite the many benefits associated with bilingualism, not all researchers agree on its cognitive advantages. For example, theories such as Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences have been criticised for lacking strong empirical evidence (Morgan, 2021). This raises questions about how intelligence and creativity should be defined and measured.
There is also a recognised gap between policy and practice in early years education in Wales. Stewart, MacDonald and Waters-Davies (2024) found that while teachers often support children’s rights in theory, this is not always consistently applied in practice, particularly with younger children. This highlights the importance of critically evaluating how educational policies are implemented.
In addition, bilingual children may face challenges when learning to read in two languages. Baker, Park and Andress (2022) explain that navigating different linguistic systems can be complex, and reading skills may develop at different rates. However, they also emphasise that skills from one language can support learning in another, demonstrating that these challenges are often balanced by long-term benefits.
Overall, bilingualism supports brain development, creativity and learning, and these benefits can be clearly applied in early years practice. The planned activity demonstrates how Welsh language learning can be embedded into play-based experiences, supporting children’s cognitive development, language skills and creative thinking. While bilingualism offers clear benefits for brain development, creativity and learning, these are not automatic and depend on consistent exposure, effective practice and equitable access to support. This highlights the need to move beyond policy intentions to ensure bilingual education is meaningfully and inclusively implemented in practice.
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