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Supporting Paper: Bilingualism and Multilingualism in Early Years Practice Introduction
Bilingualism and multilingualism play a significant role in early childhood development, influencing cognitive, linguistic, and social outcomes. Bilingualism refers to the ability to use two languages, while multilingualism extends to the use of more than two (Baker, 2011). In increasingly diverse educational contexts, young children are frequently exposed to multiple languages within both home and educational environments. Contemporary research recognises multilingualism as a global norm rather than an exception (Rindler Schjerve and Vetter, 2012), highlighting the importance of inclusive and linguistically responsive practices in early years settings.
Early exposure to multiple languages provides children with opportunities to develop flexible thinking, enhanced communication skills, and cultural awareness. This paper explores the benefits of bilingualism, the role of English as an Additional Language (EAL), links to brain development and divergent thinking, and connections to relevant curricula and policy. It also draws upon a practical activity involving real fruits, vegetables, and animal toys alongside a bilingual (English–Hindi) video to demonstrate how theoretical perspectives can be effectively applied in practice.
Benefits of Bilingualism and Multilingualism
Bilingualism offers a range of cognitive, social, and linguistic advantages. One key benefit is the development of metalinguistic awareness, which refers to the ability to reflect on and manipulate language structures. Bialystok (2001) argues that bilingual children demonstrate enhanced awareness of how language functions, enabling them to switch between linguistic systems and apply language more flexibly.
Cummins’ (1976) threshold hypothesis further explains that the cognitive benefits of bilingualism are most evident when children achieve sufficient competence in both languages. Once this threshold is reached, bilingualism can enhance higher-order thinking skills such as problemsolving and reasoning. This is closely linked to improved executive functioning, including attention control and working memory (Baker, 2011).
From a sociocultural perspective, Vygotsky (1978) emphasises that language is central to social interaction and cognitive development. Bilingual children are able to navigate multiple cultural and linguistic contexts, which supports social understanding and communication. Additionally, maintaining a home language contributes to identity formation and emotional wellbeing (Issa and Hatt, 2013).
These benefits were evident in the activity, where children engaged with real objects such as apple (seb), banana (kela), and tomato (tamatar). Children naturally switched between English and Hindi when naming items, demonstrating code-switching. This reflects developing linguistic flexibility and metalinguistic awareness, as children recognised that objects can be represented in more than one language.
English as an Additional Language (EAL)
English as an Additional Language (EAL) is a key consideration in multilingual early years practice. Children learning English alongside another language bring valuable linguistic knowledge that should be viewed as an asset rather than a deficit (García and Baetens 
Beardsmore, 2009). Their existing language skills support the acquisition of additional languages and contribute to overall cognitive development.
The process of learning an additional language is complex and varies across individuals. Many children experience a “silent period,” during which they observe and process language before actively using it (Smidt, 2016). This stage reflects cognitive engagement rather than a lack of understanding, and practitioners must respond with patience and appropriate support.
Effective EAL practice involves creating inclusive, language-rich environments. Strategies such as visual cues, gestures, repetition, and modelling language can support comprehension. In the activity, the use of real fruits and vegetables alongside a bilingual video allowed children to associate words with physical objects, enhancing understanding. For example, hearing “banana” alongside “kela” while holding the object provided contextual reinforcement.
Peer interaction also played a significant role, as children repeated and practised vocabulary together. This social use of language aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on learning through interaction. However, practitioners must remain aware that language development is influenced by individual differences, and not all children will progress at the same pace.
Bilingualism and Brain Development
Bilingualism has a profound impact on brain development, particularly during early childhood when neural plasticity is at its peak. Exposure to multiple languages stimulates the brain, leading to the formation of complex neural networks (Weber and Horner, 2012). These networks support cognitive processes such as attention, memory, and problem-solving.
Managing more than one language requires children to constantly select the appropriate language while inhibiting the other. This process strengthens executive functioning and cognitive control. Cenoz (2013) suggests that such mental flexibility contributes to the development of cognitive reserve, which supports long-term learning and adaptability.
Research also indicates that bilingual children demonstrate improved attentional control, allowing them to focus on relevant information and ignore distractions. During the activity, children demonstrated this ability by attending to both languages simultaneously while identifying objects. For instance, when prompted with “apple–seb,” children were able to process and respond to both linguistic inputs effectively.
However, it is important to recognise that these benefits depend on meaningful and sustained exposure to both languages. Limited exposure may reduce the extent of cognitive advantages, highlighting the importance of consistent and supportive language environments.
Divergent Thinking and Creativity
Divergent thinking refers to the ability to generate multiple ideas and explore different perspectives. It is closely associated with creativity and problem-solving. Bilingualism supports divergent thinking by exposing children to multiple linguistic and cultural frameworks (Cenoz, 2013).
Children who engage with more than one language develop an understanding that there are different ways to represent the same concept. This encourages flexible thinking and openness to alternative perspectives. As a result, bilingual children are often more willing to experiment and take creative risks.
In the activity, children interacted with fruits, vegetables, and animal toys such as parrot (tota) and elephant (hathi). Rather than using these in extended imaginative play, the focus was on repetition and familiarisation, where children were encouraged to name and repeat the objects in both English and Hindi. This structured repetition supported vocabulary acquisition and pronunciation, reinforcing connections between the two languages. Although the activity was more guided than open-ended, it still contributed to cognitive flexibility, as children recognised that a single object can have multiple linguistic representations.
Bruce (2012) emphasises that play-based learning provides opportunities for children to explore ideas freely. The integration of bilingual language within play contexts therefore enhances both cognitive flexibility and creativity. However, practitioners must ensure that activities remain open-ended, as overly structured tasks may limit opportunities for divergent thinking.
Links to Curriculum and Policy
Educational frameworks emphasise the importance of communication, inclusivity, and childcentred learning. Supporting bilingualism aligns with these principles by recognising linguistic diversity as a strength. Donaldson (2015) highlights the need to develop confident individuals who can communicate effectively in a range of contexts.
Policy guidance also promotes the inclusion of children’s home languages within educational settings (Welsh Government, 2013). This supports cultural identity and strengthens connections between home and school environments. By valuing children’s linguistic backgrounds, practitioners can create more inclusive and supportive learning experiences.
However, there are challenges in implementing policy effectively. While frameworks promote multilingualism in principle, practitioners may lack training or resources to fully support diverse languages in practice. This highlights a gap between policy and implementation, requiring ongoing professional development and institutional support.
The activity reflects policy principles by integrating children’s home language (Hindi) alongside English. By doing so, it promotes inclusion, engagement, and meaningful learning. Nevertheless, practitioners must remain reflective to ensure that all languages are equally valued and supported.
Conclusion
Bilingualism and multilingualism offer significant benefits for young children, supporting cognitive development, social identity, brain function, and creative thinking. Theoretical perspectives, including Cummins’ threshold hypothesis and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, highlight the importance of language in learning and development. Contemporary research further emphasises the value of multilingualism as a key feature of modern educational contexts.
The activity involving real objects, animal toys, and bilingual language input demonstrates how these principles can be applied in practice. By encouraging code-switching and providing meaningful, play-based experiences, practitioners can support both language development and engagement.
However, effective implementation requires reflective practice, appropriate resources, and ongoing professional development. Future practice should focus on strengthening support for multilingual learners and ensuring that policy is effectively translated into practice.
Ultimately, creating inclusive, language-rich environments enables children to develop confidence, competence, and a strong sense of identity, supporting their overall development and long-term success.
Reference List
Baker, C. (2011). Foundations of bilingual education and bilingualism (5th ed.). Multilingual Matters.
Bialystok, E. (2001). Bilingualism in development: Language, literacy and cognition. Cambridge University Press.
Bruce, T. (2012). Learning through play (2nd ed.). Hodder Education.
Cenoz, J. (2013). Defining multilingualism. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 33, pp. 3–18.
Cummins, J. (1976). The influence of bilingualism on cognitive growth: A synthesis of research findings and explanatory hypotheses. Working Papers on Bilingualism, 9, pp. 1–43.
Donaldson, G. (2015). Successful futures: Independent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
García, O. and Baetens Beardsmore, H. (2009). Bilingual education in the 21st century: A global perspective. Wiley-Blackwell.
Issa, T. and Hatt, A. (2013). Language, culture and identity in the early years. Continuum.
Rindler Schjerve, R. and Vetter, E. (2012). European multilingualism: Current perspectives and challenges. Multilingual Matters.
Smidt, S. (2016). Multilingualism in the early years: Extending the limits of our world. Routledge.
Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Harvard University Press.
Weber, J. and Horner, K. (2012). Introducing multilingualism: A social approach. Routledge.
Welsh Government (2013). Developing the Curriculum Cymreig. 
image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru

Y Drindod Dewi Sant
University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





