Good afternoon and welcome, my name is Lisa Dowers, student number 2331430. The module reference is ECEY4004C. Today I will be sharing a presentation with you about Bilingualism and Multilingualism, I hope you enjoy.
Cambridge Dictionary (no date) describes bilingualism as “the fact of using or being able to speak two languages” whilst Nordquist (2019) defines multilingualism as “the ability of an individual speaker or a community of speakers to communicate effectively in three or more languages”. However, Baker and Wright (2021) emphasise that defining bilingualism and multilingualism is difficult as people use languages in different ways and at different times stating that, multilingual people often adapt their languages depending on who they are with and are usually more fluent in one language.
Bialystock (2008) completed a study and found that most children regarded as bilingual have enhanced cognitive and linguistic development. She found that initially bilingual children may fall behind their monolingual peers as they have less vocabulary in one language but once they have mastered both languages, they are able to use their intelligence to solve verbal and non-verbal problems at a higher level. National Literacy Trust (2022) also state that multilingualism stimulates brain development and supports children’s development as they can think about ideas in two or more languages.
Baker (2014) states that children are born ready to become bilingual and too many are restricted to becoming monolingual. He believes that bilingual children need to value their languages and cultures and enjoy using both languages, whilst receiving support and praise from the adults around them. Baker (2014) also points out that a long-term benefit of promoting bilingualism in children is employment prospects in the future as there are many more employment opportunities for adults who are bilingual or multilingual.
Lindon (2012) discusses the importance of good early years settings that promote equality and diversity, promoting all cultures through play and positive experiences. Quality settings will provide a variety of resources, images and books to ensure that each individual child is able to recognise themselves, their family and culture within their environment. By accessing quality provision, children can build on their knowledge and understanding of their own culture as well as other cultures through meaningful experiences (Lindon, 2012). National Literacy Trust (2022) emphasises the importance of families continuing to keep their home language alive even when children begin to learn a new language at school. They point out that young children’s brains are wired for all languages and that they will learn all languages that they are exposed to regularly and stress that if families stop using their native language at home and use English instead, the child could lose their first language.
According to Vince (2016), more than half of the world population speak at least two languages and at the current rate, half of our languages will be extinct by the end of the century. Being multilingual has been shown to have many lifestyle advantages including health benefits as research has shown that multilingual people have a faster stroke recovery and delayed onset of dementia (Vince, 2016). Alzhemier’s Society (2017) agrees with Vince (2016) as they point out that a bilingual person has increased connectivity in certain areas of the brain which helps to protect them from dementia. Through their studies Alzhemier’s Society (2017) found that on average a bilingual person develops dementia symptoms five years later than a monolingual person living in the same area.
Now I will discuss Welsh as an additional language
Garcia (2009) states that bilingual education is the only way to educate children in the 21st century and Fibla et al (2022) says that children benefit from continuous, high-quality language exposure during the first years of life.
Wales is a best practise example of using language immersion in education as the Welsh language is included in the curriculum and opportunities for all children to learn Welsh is provided (Gorrara et al 2020). Gaunt (2021) says that the Welsh Government is aiming to create a million Welsh speakers by 2050, with the Early Years education playing a crucial role and providing a solid foundation in the 3-16 learning continuum.
Welsh Government (2008) is committed to ensuring that all children in Wales feel a sense of belonging to Wales and are offered positive experiences of the Welsh language through first-hand experiences including Welsh songs, rhymes, stories and greetings. Pacey (2023) points out that by offering Welsh as part of provision, practitioners are offering the children an opportunity to learn a 2nd or maybe 3rd language. They state that the best way to begin to introduce the Welsh language to young children is during circle times using repetitive language in songs and stories. I supported this during my Welsh group time activity as I promoted the use of the Welsh language using greetings and songs, often repeating words. Pacey (2023) also discusses the importance of practitioners being confident in the Welsh language that they are using with the children. Cwlwm (2016) states that it is best to learn an additional language when you are young so all children in Wales should be immersed in the Welsh language as young as possible and Gorrara et al (2020) points out that children need to hear a language many times before using it in written form so the focus should always be on the spoken language. However, Gorrara et al (2020) explains that there are many factors such as teacher expertise and class sizes that will influence the opportunities to learn the Welsh language.
Multilingual Montessori (2023) discusses the ‘sandwich technique’ that can be used with young children when introducing a new language. The sandwich technique helps children to learn new vocabulary and understand their meanings quickly as practitioners offer the English word either side of the new word they are introducing. I attempted to use this technique as much as possible during my activity as I focused on delivering the activity to very young children who would need to hear words many times to begin to learn and understand them. This links with Bruner and Vygotsky’s scaffolding theories which emphasise the importance of others around the child in supporting their language development (Pound, 2008).
During my activity I also used Makaton signs to support communication with all children. The Makaton Charity (2021) states that Makaton is a unique language programme that uses symbols, signs and speech to enable people to communicate. Makaton signs are used in Early Years alongside spoken words to help children with limited speech to communicate effectively. Makaton is extremely flexible and can be personalised to meet individual children’s needs (The Makaton Charity, 2021). Cardiff Flying Start (no date) say that by using Makaton children and adults can take a more active part in life, because communication and language are the key to everything we do and learn.
Many researchers have considered the impact bilingualism and multilingualism has on Brain Development and Divergent Thinking
Bialystock (2021) discusses the influence that bilingualism has on a child’s brain development and considers the term neuroplasticity which is the idea that brains are always changing and are influenced by experiences. She believes that bilingualism is a source of neuroplasticity as learning a language is intense as it involves all cognitive systems within the brain. Nacamulli (2015) states that the effort needed to switch between languages strengthens the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex which is the functioning part of the brain used for problem solving and selection. A bilingual person will use 2 different languages that are always active within the brain which will have to work hard to select the language required. Bilingualism leads to an adaptation in attention systems in the brain (Bialystock 2021).
Nacamulli (2015) states that young children’s brains are not rigid, so they are able to use their full brain when learning a new language, compared to adults who are only able to use the left side of their brain due to the stage of their brain development. Wein (2012) says that bilingual children have been found to be better than monolingual children at multi-tasking and focusing their attention, particularly when they are in busy crowded places.
Nacamulli (2015) and Perry (2013) both point out that being multilingual has advantages for the brain as there is a higher density of the gray matter that contains most of the brain’s neurons, especially in the brain’s left hemisphere which is where language and communication skills are controlled. Being multilingual from an early age significantly alters the brains structure as there is more activity in certain parts of the brain when engaging with more than 1 language (Perry, 2013). Bialystock (2021) states that a bilingual brain is healthier and actively engaged than a monolingual brain.
Gort (2019) discusses the point that bilingual children often mix languages as they are learning them but this does not mean that they are confused as they are just figuring them out. She calls this process code-mixing. Gort (2019) explains that bilingual children have a unique way of looking at and understanding the world and can see issues through different perspectives.
Robinson (2016) describes divergent thinking as an essential capacity for creativity and explains that a person thinking in this way could see many possible answers to a question. Divergent thinking is facilitated by play as children take part in pretend play, often using one item to represent many things which allows children to become creative thinkers, acting out emotional scenarios and telling stories. All these types of play contribute to their divergent thinking skills (Hoffmann and Russ, 2021).
According to Baker and Wright (2021) bilingualism supports divergent thinking as bilingual people are often more creative in their thinking than monolinguals as they have a wider vocabulary in varying languages. My activity supports this as I was able to promote the Welsh language in a creative way, offering the children new words for items alongside the English words that they already know and understand. Van Dijk, et al (2018) focused on previous research and found that bilinguals outperform monolinguals creatively due to their executive functions of multi-tasking, problem solving and distraction.
However, Booton, et al (2021) stressed that there are not many differences in bilingual and monolingual children’s divergent thinking skills and that often bilingual children’s cultural diversity is their main source of divergent thinking. Zheng, Denervaud and Durrleman (2022) also completed a study considering the benefits of creativity from bilingualism. They discovered that convergent thinking benefits from bilingualism in children and adolescents but not divergent thinking. Bilingual children demonstrated higher convergent thinking abilities than monolingual children at a young age but these differences were found to be less apparent in older children.
There are many frameworks that underpin Welsh education in schools and focus on developing the Welsh language. Welsh Government (2017) created a document named Cymraeg 2050 which is focused on creating 1 million Welsh speakers by 2050. This is a long term strategy which includes all of Wales and concentrates on improving Welsh-medium education by providing additional nursery and school places as well as increasing the Welsh language used in English-medium schools. Schiavone (2023) emphasises that in order to meet these targets, there needs to be a focus on increasing the number of Welsh-medium teachers and improving the skills and confidence of all teaching staff in Wales. Furthermore, Jones(2023) cited in itvnews (2023) states that if the government’s expectations are for all children to leave school speaking Welsh then the only way for it to be achieved would be by providing Welsh-medium education for all. For the Welsh language to flourish and for the Cymraeg 2050 strategy to be successful, all citizens of Wales need to embrace the idea (Welsh Government, 2017).
In Wales, there are Welsh Language Standards and a Welsh Language Commissioner which were created by the Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011. These standards ensure that all people in Wales are able to access and receive services in the Welsh language. The Welsh Language Commissioner ensures that all organisations promote the Welsh language and can offer their services in Welsh (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2023).
Welsh development is embedded in the curriculum for all schools in Wales. The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) explains that the Welsh Government is committed to promoting the Welsh language in all schools and settings for children aged 3-7 years old as the curriculum provides an integrated approach throughout all areas of learning. 
Within Early Years, the new curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings emphasises developmental pathways that children experience. One pathway considered is belonging as this curriculum focuses on children’s sense of who they are, their wellbeing and their immediate environment and community. By promoting the Welsh language, young children begin to understand their culture and community and learn to respect other cultures and diversity (Welsh Government, 2022).
To conclude, it is proven that there are many benefits to being bilingual/multilingual including the positive brain development and the ability to become a divergent thinker, as well as the social aspects of being able to communicate with a wider audience and being more appealing to employers, therefore enhancing job opportunities.
I hope you enjoyed my presentation, thank you for listening. Any questions?
