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Multilingual practice in the early years

The aim of this essay is to look thoroughly into multilingual practice in early years and how this affects children.

The Department of Education (no date ) states that learning more than one language offers more advantages for individuals, families, and society. Early years professionals have a crucial role in sharing the benefits of bilingualism with families and the communities in which they are a part. This can also help parents understand how enhancing a child's home language can improve their overall development. Supporting children in their home languages not only strengthens their cultural knowledge and understanding of their culture and heritage but also enhances their ability to communicate with family members. When children develop their first language, it lays a strong foundation for their reading and writing skills, which will help during the changeover into school. 

Bilingual and biliterate individuals can very easily switch between their two languages, which continuously keeps the brain active and always thinking ahead. (The Department of Education (no date). Research shows that, compared to those who can only speak one language, bilingual people have an easier time understanding math concepts and solving word problems. Zelenko, N., & Antunez, B. (2000). Being bilingual also develops strong thinking skills Pandey, A. (2013) . Bilingual children benefit very well academically from knowing multiple languages, as their ability to switch between them helps them to think more flexibly. This skill promotes higher levels of thought, which is important for learning. Studies also reveal that multilingual individuals are better at blocking out irrelevant information, a skill that can appear as early as seven months old. Children who read in their home language build a solid foundation for learning a second language, applying their reading knowledge easily. Being bilingual also helps children maintain strong relationships within their family, culture, and community environment, which are key parts of their identity. Bilingual children can make new friends and create strong relationships using their second language, an important skill that can be used in our diverse society. Research has shown that babies raised in bilingual households demonstrate better self-control, which is a key indicator of school success.

Carmarthenshire County Council (2024) states that some children have a first language that isn't English or Welsh, which may be because they were born in another country or have a different language within their home life. During an average school day, children pick the languages around them; for example, in Wales, Welsh and English are the common languages, and therefore within school, children pick up Welsh/English as a second or third language. Children mostly learn another language during their daily activities, within play, social interactions, and while studying other subjects. Research shows that this is one of the most effective and common ways children learn a new language. Being bilingual benefits children's overall performance, and it's important to encourage them to use their native language. Achieving fluency in a second language can take a lot of time and practice, with children typically mastering social language first before they tackle academic language. Like any language, children usually develop speaking skills before they learn to read and write. 

According to Michigan State University (2019), children aged 0 to 3, are extremely good at picking up a second language because their brains are like sponges during this time and absorb all the information they are given. In fact, babies who hear two languages can notice when the language changes as early as 6 months old. Children are able to learn a second language just as easily as they learn to walk or talk. According to the University of Washington News (2017), around 27 percent of children under 6 in the U.S. are now learning a language besides English. Plus, learning a second language doesn’t affect children's ability to speak their native language.

Future Learn (2012) highlights that the benefits of being bilingual extend beyond just language skills. Bilingual children show more activity in brain areas related to cognitive functions like attention and self-control. For example, research indicates that bilinguals can better process sounds, even in noisy environments. This means that in a loud place, like a restaurant, a bilingual person can understand conversations more easily than someone who only speaks one language.

Furthermore, bilingual experiences can physically change the brain. Higher proficiency in a second language and earlier learning are linked to increased gray matter in the left inferior parietal cortex, a region important for switching between languages.

BBM (2023) states that the cognitive advantages of bilingualism come from the constant practice of switching languages. This mental exercise improves overall executive function, which includes skills like problem-solving, planning, and multitasking. Bilingual individuals often find it easier to focus on important information while ignoring distractions, which is vital in today’s fast-paced world.

In conclusion, the benefits of being bilingual are significant, affecting both cognitive skills and brain structure. As more research is conducted, it becomes clear that bilingualism not only enhances communication abilities but also improves cognitive functions, helping individuals manage complex tasks in various situations.

Bilingual learning can help improve cognitive flexibility, which is the ability to switch between different tasks and ways of thinking. This flexibility makes it easier for people to think of various ideas because they can change their viewpoints more easily.

As a result, bilingual learning can enhance both convergent and divergent thinking. Convergent thinking is about finding the best solution to a problem, while divergent thinking involves coming up with many different ideas. Bilingual learning encourages stronger cognitive inhibition, which helps people focus better and ignore distractions, and cognitive flexibility, which allows them to adapt to new situations.

Overall,Airfocus (no date) being bilingual supports better problem-solving skills and creativity by enabling individuals to think in multiple ways. This ability to switch perspectives can lead to more effective and innovative solutions in different situations. Divergent thinking, also known as lateral thinking, is a creative process that focuses on generating multiple unique ideas or solutions to a problem. Unlike convergent thinking, which seeks a single correct answer, divergent thinking encourages exploration of a wide range of possibilities. This approach is important in fields like education, business, and the arts, as it promotes innovation and creativity.

The core of divergent thinking is its spontaneous and free-flowing nature. When engaging in this thinking style, people are encouraged to let their thoughts flow without the limits of conventional logic or judgment. This freedom leads to original ideas that might not come up in a more structured thought process. For example, brainstorming sessions use divergent thinking techniques, where participants share all ideas, no matter how unconventional they may seem. The aim is to create a rich pool of ideas that can be refined later.

A key aspect of divergent thinking is the ability to view problems from different angles. Individuals practicing this often ask open-ended questions and consider various perspectives. This flexibility helps them break free from traditional thought patterns that can stifle creativity. For instance, when facing a challenge, someone using divergent thinking might ask, “What if we approached this issue differently?” This question can lead to innovative solutions.

Additionally, divergent thinking involves connecting seemingly unrelated concepts, known as associative thinking. This skill allows individuals to draw connections across different fields or experiences, leading to groundbreaking ideas. Overall, divergent thinking can be nurtured through various techniques and exercises that encourage creativity and exploration.

The Department for Education (no date) highlights that children learning English as an additional language benefit from hearing adults speak English in various contexts. When these contexts resonate with the child, they can learn spoken English more effectively from adults. 

Your role is vital in demonstrating the correct use of English, paying attention to the child's spoken vocabulary, and expanding on their existing knowledge. Children may begin to express themselves in English and any other languages they are picking up in different ways. Some may eagerly mimic what they hear from the outset, starting with single words or short phrases. 

Over time, with your support, more complex spoken English will develop as you model and recast their speech, allowing them to hear it correctly. It's also common for some children to experience a silent phase, lasting up to six months. When they begin to speak English, they may do so more proficiently than expected, often using full sentences. They will have been listening closely to adults and peers, and once they feel confident, their speech will increase significantly.

Encouraging children to use their home language in the setting and interact with providers who share that language is beneficial. This practice can further support their English language learning.
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