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Multilingual practice in the early years is an important part of supporting children’s development. Bilingualism and multilingualism help children develop communication, thinking skills and a sense of identity. Research by the National Literacy Trust (2022) shows that learning more than one language supports children’s social and cognitive development.
Bilingualism is the ability to use two languages, although it does not have a fixed definition and can range from basic communication to high levels of proficiency (Wei, 2018). Rather than being seen as a simple yes or no concept, bilingualism is more accurately understood as a continuum, where individuals use languages differently depending on their experiences, environments and daily practices (De Houwer, 2021). For example, some children may understand two languages but mainly speak one, while others may switch between languages depending on context. Similarly, multilingualism refers to the use of more than one language, either by individuals or within wider societies, and focuses on how languages are used in real-life situations rather than levels of proficiency alone (Cenoz, 2013). This highlights that language use is flexible and shaped by social interaction, cultural context and individual experience, particularly in early childhood.
Bilingualism provides important cognitive and social benefits for young children. Cummins’ threshold hypothesis suggests that children must reach a certain level of competence in both languages to gain cognitive advantages, such as improved memory, problem-solving skills and mental flexibility (Daller and Ongun, 2017). This suggests that simply being exposed to two languages is not enough; children need meaningful opportunities to develop both languages. In addition, Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory highlights the importance of social interaction in learning, arguing that children learn through communication and engagement with others. From this perspective, using more than one language can enhance communication skills and cultural understanding, as children are exposed to different ways of expressing meaning. Contemporary research supports this view, showing that interaction and play are key to supporting language development and identity formation in early years settings (Chen, 2025). However, it is important to recognise that the benefits of bilingualism depend on the quality of interaction and support children receive, rather than simply the presence of multiple languages.
Bilingualism has also been shown to support the development of metalinguistic awareness, which refers to the ability to reflect on and analyse language (Bialystok, 2017). This means that bilingual children may become more aware of how language works, including grammar, vocabulary and meaning. In practice, this was evident during storytelling and singing activities. When reading stories, speaking clearly and repeating key words allowed children to process and understand language more effectively. It also enabled them to respond in the language they felt most confident using. Similarly, singing songs that included repetition, rhythm and actions helped reinforce understanding and supported memory. These approaches are particularly effective in early years settings because they provide structure and predictability, which helps children feel more confident when using language. These activities demonstrate how children naturally adapt their language use in different situations and show how supportive environments can enhance communication and comprehension.
Supporting Welsh and English as additional languages in early years settings requires an approach that focuses on meaningful, real-life experiences rather than isolated. Early language learning theory suggests that young children learn languages best through interaction, play and everyday routines, rather than through repetitive drills (CWLWM, 2025). This aligns with communicative and immersion-based approaches, where children are surrounded by language in natural contexts and learn through participation. In Wales, the curriculum supports bilingual practice by recognising the equal importance of Welsh and English and encouraging both languages to be embedded across all areas of learning (Early Years Wales, 2023). This helps children to develop confidence and understanding in both languages from an early age.
Children are also supported through immersion programmes, particularly when entering Welsh-medium education. These programmes provide intensive exposure to Welsh for learners who may have little or no prior experience of the language, helping them to develop their skills quickly through everyday interaction (Welsh Government, 2024). For example, activities such as storytelling can play a key role in this process. In practice, using The Very Hungry Caterpillar allowed children to hear repeated language patterns, supported by clear speech and visual aids. The structure of the story helped children understand meaning through context, even if they were unfamiliar with some vocabulary. This demonstrates how meaningful activities can create supportive environments for children learning Welsh and English as additional languages. However, the effectiveness of these approaches depends on consistent use and practitioner confidence in delivering them.
Early childhood brain development also plays a significant role in how children learn language and understand the world around them. During the early years, the brain develops rapidly, forming and strengthening neural connections through interaction and meaningful experiences. Research using MRI scans shows that children who are exposed to more language develop stronger connections in areas of the brain linked to communication (Romeo et al., 2018). This highlights the importance of providing rich language environments during early childhood. However, research also shows that the quality of interaction is just as important as the quantity. Active engagement, such as conversation and responsive communication, has a greater impact on language development than passive listening (Finders, Wilson and Duncan, 2023). This suggests that practitioners play a crucial role in supporting children’s development through meaningful interaction.
Activities such as reading stories and singing songs provide valuable opportunities for children to hear language patterns, develop listening skills and build vocabulary. These experiences are particularly important for children learning Welsh or English as additional languages, as they provide repeated exposure to new words in meaningful contexts (Department for Education, 2021). However, for these activities to be effective, children need to be actively involved rather than simply listening. This reinforces the idea that language development is most successful when children are engaged in interactive and meaningful experiences.
Divergent thinking is another important aspect of early childhood development. It refers to the ability to generate multiple ideas or answers rather than focusing on a single correct response (Runco and Acar, 2019). This type of thinking supports creativity, imagination and problem-solving skills. Research suggests that encouraging creativity in early years settings helps children become more independent and confident learners (Lucas and Spencer, 2017), while also supporting overall cognitive development (Leggett, 2024). Bilingualism can further support divergent thinking by encouraging cognitive flexibility. When children switch between languages, they learn to think in different ways and consider multiple perspectives (Bialystok et al., 2021). However, these benefits depend on active use of language and meaningful interaction, rather than simply being exposed to more than one language.
Play and exploration are strongly linked to the development of divergent thinking. Open-ended, child-led activities allow children to experiment, take risks and explore different ideas without the pressure of a single correct answer (Cankaya, 2023). That children who engage in exploratory play demonstrate higher levels of creativity and problem-solving (Evans et al., 2021). Storytelling and singing can also support this process by providing opportunities for children to imagine, predict and create their own ideas. For example, children may suggest alternative endings to stories or retell narratives in their own words, supporting both language development and creative thinking.
In Wales, multilingual practice in early years settings is supported through national strategies and programmes that promote the use of Welsh alongside English. The Welsh Government’s Cymraeg 2050 strategy aims to increase the number of Welsh speakers and encourage everyday use of the language from an early age. This includes support for families through initiatives such as Cymraeg for Kids, which helps parents introduce Welsh into daily routines (Welsh Government, 2025). This reflects a strong commitment to promoting bilingualism; however, its success depends on how consistently it is implemented and the level of engagement from families. Early Years Wales also provides support through resources and guidance to help practitioners embed Welsh into everyday practice (Early Years Wales, 2025). While this support is valuable, some practitioners may lack confidence in using Welsh, which can affect how effectively it is implemented.
In addition, the Welsh Medium Childcare Qualifications Programme Grant Scheme supports workforce development by funding training for practitioners, helping to improve confidence and skills in delivering bilingual education (Welsh Government, 2025). These frameworks and programmes are important because they create language-rich environments, support children’s bilingual development and promote cultural identity and inclusion. However, their effectiveness depends on ongoing training, support and consistent practice within early years settings. This highlights the importance of not only having strong policies but also ensuring they are effectively applied in practice.
In conclusion, this assignment has demonstrated that bilingualism and multilingual practice play a vital role in early years education. Bilingualism is a flexible and developing process shaped by children’s experiences (Wei, 2018), and research shows that children learn language best through interaction, play and meaningful activities (Chen, 2025). Theories such as Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and Cummins’ threshold hypothesis help explain how language development is supported through both social interaction and proficiency. In Wales, frameworks such as Cymraeg 2050 and support from Early Years Wales promote the use of both Welsh and English, helping to create inclusive and supportive learning environments (Welsh Government, 2025). Overall, providing rich, interactive and supportive language experiences enables children to develop confidence, communication skills and a strong sense of identity.
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