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Introduction
The Welsh Government (2017, p.4) has set an ambitious target of achieving “a million Welsh speakers by 2050,” aiming to strengthen the use of the Welsh language across Wales. However, this ambition has been belittled due to worries that the Government has not developed a strong internal strategy to encourage Welsh within its own structures, despite its roles under the Welsh Language Standards (No 1) Regulations 2015. This raises concerns for their ability to lead by example as a truly bilingual nation
(Welsh  Language Commissioners, 2022, p.1).

While this vision reflects a strong commitment to language and cultural identity, it may also be viewed as unrealistic and overwhelming (Bowyer, 2024). Critics have described the target as “wishful thinking” unless Welsh continues to be used beyond education, highlighting challenges such as limited teaching capacity and missed targets. The scale of this ambition may place pressure on communities, education systems and individuals, potentially discouraging engagement (Welsh Conservatives, 2021). 
Furthermore, the historical decline of the Welsh language demonstrates the complexity of language revival (Johnes, 2020).   Social and political factors including its suppression following the Acts of Union, the use of the Welsh Knot in schools, and the impact of the Industrial Revolution contributed to the dominance of English (Institute of Historical Research, 2026). As a result, focusing on a single long-term target risks overlooking smaller, meaningful progress.
Language development is a key part of early childhood, and early years practitioners play an important role in supporting children’s communication skills (Department of Education 2026). Encouraging bilingualism from an early age supports social, cognitive and linguistic development, particularly in a multilingual UK context (Early Education, 2022).
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Bilingualism refers to the ability to use two languages, while multilingualism involves more than two (Byers-Heinlein and Lew-Williams, 2018, p.95). Exposure to multiple languages in early childhood provides several benefits (European School Education Platform, 2026).  

One key advantage is improved communication skills. Children exposed to more than one language often develop a wider vocabulary and stronger listening abilities, as they learn to recognise different sounds and speech patterns. Bilingualism also promotes cultural awareness and inclusion. Early years settings include children from diverse backgrounds, and exposure to different languages helps children develop respect for others. As noted by Smidt, language is closely linked to cultural identity, highlighting the importance of learning multiple languages.

In addition, bilingual children often demonstrate stronger cognitive flexibility and problem-solving skills (St Augustine College, 2026). Switching between languages encourages concentration and adaptability, which supports wider learning (The British School of Barcelona, 2024). The farm animal activity supports bilingual development by introducing Welsh and English through songs, storytelling and repetition, helping children become familiar with vocabulary in an engaging way.

[bookmark: _Toc226673827]Welsh and English as Additional Languages [WAL/EAL]
In many early year’s settings, children may speak a different language at home than the one used in the setting, this reflects the wider reality that more children grow up multilingual than monolingual, and this should be celebrated and supported (National Literacy Trust, 2022). Children learning EAL or WAL often rely on visual cues, gestures and repetition to support their understanding, practitioners should use a range of effective strategies. Songs, stories and visual resources are particularly valuable for supporting language development (Department of Education, 2026). Music helps children remember words through rhythm and repetition, while images help them make connections between language and meaning (Pino, Giancola and D’Amico, 2023, p.1). 
In the farm animal activity, the practitioner uses pictures that match the story, allowing children to see an animal while hearing its name in both Welsh and English. This helps children link words to visual representations. Repetition is also used to reinforce learning, as children repeat the animal names together, supporting pronunciation and building confidence. This approach benefits both children learning additional languages and those developing their first language.
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Early childhood is a critical period for brain development, during which the brain forms neural connections that support learning, memory and language (UNICEF, 2026).  Exposure to more than one language can strengthen these connections and enhance cognitive development, with bilingual children often demonstrating improved attention, memory and problem-solving skills (Early Education, 2022). 
Learning languages through songs and storytelling is effective, as it engages different areas of the brain. This links to the importance of “serve and return” interactions, where activities such as singing, talking and playing with babies helps strengthen their neural connections and support communication and social development (NSPCC Learning, 2026). Music supports auditory processing, while storytelling encourages imagination and comprehension. In the farm animal activity, children listen to a story, sing songs and repeat words while viewing images, reinforcing learning through visual, auditory and verbal experiences.
Repetition plays a key role in this process, as the children hear and repeat a word, the neural connections associated with that language are strengthened, supporting both memory and overall language development (Pearson, 2025). 
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Divergent thinking refers to the ability to generate multiple ideas and think creatively. It is an important skill for problem-solving, imagination and flexible thinking. Children who are exposed to multiple languages may develop stronger divergent thinking skills because they are used to hearing and interpreting language in different ways (Hyusein and Göksun, 2025). Switching between languages encourages children to consider different meanings and perspectives (Ali, 2023, p.387).

Early years practitioners can encourage divergent thinking by using open-ended questions, storytelling and creative activities (Heathfield Knoll School, 2025).
In the farm animal activity, children are encouraged to interact with the story and songs by joining in with actions or respond to questions about the animals and colours they saw. These interactive elements encourage children to think creatively and engage actively with the learning process.
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Theories of child development help practitioners understand how children learn languages and how activities can support this process (The Incredible Years, 2025).
Two key theorists linked to language development and bilingual learning are Lev Vygotsky and Colin Baker. 
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Lev Vygotsky believed that children learn best through social interaction with others (London School of Childcare Studies, 2026). According to his theory, learning occurs within the Zone of Proximal Development, which describes the difference between what a child can do independently and what they can achieve with support from an adult or more knowledgeable peer (Gowrie, 2026). Practitioners support learning through scaffolding, which involves guiding children and gradually reducing support as they become more confident (Education Endowment Foundation, 2025). The farm animal activity reflects Vygotsky’s theory because the practitioner models language and encourages children to repeat words and participate in songs. The children learn through interaction with the practitioner and with each other, which helps develop their understanding of language.
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The work of Colin Baker, a researcher in bilingual education, highlights the cognitive and educational benefits of bilingualism (Welsh Parliament, ND, p.2). Baker suggests that bilingual children often develop stronger cognitive flexibility, creativity and metalinguistic awareness (Bialystok, 2017, p. 233). 

Metalinguistic awareness refers to a child’s ability to think about and understand how language works (Altman, Goldstein and Armon-Lotem, 2018, p. 1).  This skill can help children recognise patterns in words and improve their reading and communication skills. Baker also emphasises the importance of creating positive attitudes towards languages (Garrett, 2010, p. 21). When children experience languages through enjoyable activities such as songs and games, they are more likely to feel confident and motivated to learn (Early Years Wales, 2026).The bilingual songs used in the activity support Baker’s ideas by creating a positive and engaging introduction to Welsh and English vocabulary.
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In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales encourages the development of confident bilingual learners who can use both Welsh and English (Welsh Government, 2021). The curriculum highlights the importance of communication skills, cultural awareness and meaningful learning experiences (Shih,2024, p.4). The planned activity links to several key educational frameworks that support language development and bilingual learning.

The activity supports the principles of the Foundation Phase Framework, which emphasises learning through play, exploration and practical activities (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3). Songs, stories and visual resources are recommended approaches for developing children’s communication and language skills within these frameworks (Munson, 2026). In the farm activity by combining storytelling, singing and visual learning, the activity provides children with an engaging and inclusive way to experience both languages.
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Promoting bilingualism in early years settings provides benefits for children’s communication skills, cognitive development and cultural awareness. Exposure to multiple languages during early childhood strengthens brain development, improves problem-solving skills and supports creative and flexible thinking. The farm animal activity demonstrates how bilingual learning can be supported through songs, storytelling and visual resources such as my book and props offering children meaningful and engaging opportunities to hear and practise both Welsh and English.

This approach links with Lev Vygotsky theory, that focuses on the importance of social interaction and guided learning, and Colin Baker, who highlights that cognitive and educational advantages of bilingualism. Furthermore, the activity aligns with key educational frameworks such as the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes the development of confident bilingual learners.

However, while the Welsh Government’s ambition to increase the number of Welsh speakers reflects a strong commitment to cultural identity, it also presents challenges. Achieving this target requires consistent support in education settings and communities, and cannot fixate on long-term goals without recognising smaller, meaningful progress.

Overall, early years practitioners play a key role in fostering positive attitudes towards language learning. By providing supportive, inclusive and engaging bilingual experiences, they can contribute and encourage children’s long-term language development and support the gradual and realistic progression towards a more bilingual nation.
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