Prynhawn da. Good afternoon everyone. Today’s talk will focus the fascinating world of bilingualism and multilingualism, particularly focusing on the benefits they offer in early childhood development. This will touch on the the impact of learning Welsh as an additional language (WAL) or English as an additional language (EAL), how it shapes the brain, and how it links with prominent early years frameworks.
Bilingualism: 
Bilingualism isn’t just about speaking two languages. It’s like giving your brain a superpower! Studies show that bilingual individuals have increased cognitive flexibility, meaning they can switch between tasks and perspectives more easily. Research by Raising Children (no date) demonstrates being multilingual or bilingual often helps children learn at school because it helps them with problem-solving, multitasking, creativity and flexible thinking. This translates to better problem-solving skills, creativity, and the ability to see things from multiple perspectives. Furthermore, Michigan State University (2019) highlights that a 2004 study by psychologists Ellen Bialystok and Michelle Martin-Rhee found that bilingual youth were more successful at dividing objects by shape and color versus their monolingual peers who struggled when the second characteristic (sorting by shape) was added….. These tasks include switching attention from one thing to another and holding information in mind. Relate to  activity – practitioner
By nurturing multilingualism in Early Years settings, this ca create a vibrant learning environment that fosters cognitive development, academic success, and a love for language diversity. According to the Welsh Government (2017) Curriculum for Wales, fostering multilingualism is vital for promoting cultural understanding and respect.  Mastering a new language provides individuals with the chance to increase their knowledge and appreciation of the culture tied to it, leading to a more comprehensive and open-minded global viewpoint. This is shown in the video of the activity,  the practitioner's attentive approach to incorporating and discussing other cultures within the group.

The Benefits of Learning Welsh or English as an Additional Language
 Wales boasts a vibrant culture and a unique Celtic language. English, on the other hand, is a global language of communication, education, and business. Despite its cultural significance and revitalization efforts, fostering fluency in Welsh as an Additional Language (WAL) faces a number of challenges, such as;

Limited Exposure:  Outside of Welsh-medium education, Welsh is not the dominant language in most social settings. 

Teacher Training:  A shortage of qualified WAL teachers can hinder effective instruction. Estyn (2023) highlights Education and training providers face many challenges in developing the Welsh language skills of learners, including, Recruiting staff to teach through the medium of Welsh across the sectors. Resource Availability:  Insufficient Welsh-language learning resources and materials can limit engagement and hinder progress/ Children from disadvantaged backgrounds may have limited access to resources or opportunities to practice Welsh outside of school. However Early Years Wales (2020) identifies that in 2017 Welsh Government set out it's vision to increase the number of people able to enjoy speaking and using Welsh to a million by 2050…..
Overcoming the Challenges: more funding, resourses etc
By working together to overcome these challenges, we can ensure that all learners have a fair opportunity to acquire fluency in Welsh and celebrate its rich cultural heritage. 
 By nurturing a diverse linguistic environment that embraces Welsh, additional languages, and sign language, we create an inclusive foundation for all children to thrive. This equips children with the communication skills and cognitive tools to navigate a globalized world with confidence and understanding. Link to activity


Boosting Brain Development in Early Years
 Notes
The early years are a golden window for brain development.  Exposing young children to multiple languages can significantly enhance their cognitive skills. Research suggests that bilingualism can improve memory, attention, and problem-solving abilities – all essential for academic success and lifelong learning. National Library of Medicene (2021) The cognitive control required to manage multiple languages appears to have broad effects on neurological function, fine-tuning both cognitive control mechanisms and sensory processes. This mental workout keeps the mind sharp and adaptable throughout life.


Divergent Thinking: Thinking Outside the Box
Notes
Divergent thinking is all about thinking outside the box and coming up with creative solutions. Studies have shown that bilingualism is linked to enhanced divergent thinking skills.  Frontiers (2022 ) Bilingual learning has been shown to be associated with the development of cognitive inhibition and cognitive flexibility (Bialystok, 2011). In addition, cognitive inhibition and cognitive flexibility have been shown to be closely related to convergent and divergent thinking.  However,  the University of Bristol (2024 )  identifies That No differences were found between monolingual and bilingual children across any of the divergent thinking tasks or measures……This well-powered, pre-registered study provides no evidence for a bilingual advantage in the divergent thinking component of creativity amongst children.
This can be a game-changer, leading to greater innovation and problem-solving abilities in all areas of life.
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Early Years Frameworks and Programs: Nurturing Bilingual Learners
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England and the Curriculum for Wales (2017) both emphasize the importance of communication and language in early childhood development. These frameworks encourage creating a rich learning environment that embraces multilingualism and celebrates cultural diversity.
