Multilingualism/ Multi thinking.

Good afternoon and thank you for joining me today, my name is Loreida Salway and I will be talking to you about the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism and its profound impact on the developing brain, particularly in the early years. I will be connecting this to the Welsh context, exploring how multilingualism aligns with the Welsh Curriculum and government policies aimed at preserving Welsh Culture, language, and history. I will be talking about the benefits of multilingualism and how to support children in early years with Welsh Additional Language, and how to encourage divergent thinking through planned activities and discuss challenges into multilingualism.
To begin with, lets discuss what bilingualism and Multilingualism are, Bilingualism refers to the ability to speak two languages proficiently. On the other hand, multilingualism is the ability to speak multiple languages proficiently. According to Baker (2011), Fluency is essential, but the exact number of languages varies, making both terms flexible and dynamic in their application.
Advantages of Multilingualism in brain development
The advantages of Multilingualism are highlighted by Hofman (2020), the article has shed light on how it can positively influence auditory cortex development, enhancing cognitive processes such as divergent thinking. The intersection of Hoffman 2020, the auditory cortex, and the insights from Thomas (2018), sheds light on the intricate workings of the bilingual brain and the importance of grey matter.
Grey matter refers to the density of cell bodies and dendrites in the brain. It plays a crucial role in information processing, muscle control, and sensory perception. (Elmer, Hänggi, and Jäncke,2014).
Research shows that bilingualism correlates with higher grey matter volume in the left inferior parietal cortex. This area manages the balance between two languages and is associated with uncontrolled language switching. Additionally, multilingual children exhibit more grey matter (less developmental loss) in regions, promoting cognitive flexibility and creativity (Pliatsikas, Meteyard, Veríssimo, et al 2020).
                                          
Divergent thinking
This is where divergent thinking comes in, as divergent thinking is a core component of creativity and thrives in multilingual minds. It involves exploring multiple solutions to problems, essential for innovation and open-ended tasks. Encouraging divergent thinking in child development prepares children for the challenges of the world. (Zheng, Denervaud, and Durrleman, 2023). 
An article by Cambridge University (2022), delved into the impact of bilingualism and multiculturalism on enhancing divergent thinking. The article collected data, assessing aspects such as language proficiency, exposure to different cultures, intercultural skills, and divergent thinking. The findings supported Professor Enlli Thomas (2018) and the evidence backed by Hofman (2011) that the advantages that bilingual and multilingual children have in relation to multicultural exposure on divergent thinking. The article stressed the importance in recognising the role of 
 plurilingual (the ability to switch from one language to another) factors like language proficiency, multicultural exposure, and intercultural competence in fostering creativity.
Welsh Language, culture, and curriculum 
Professor Thomas’s research has made a substantial contribution to the establishment of statutory Welsh language initiatives that are implemented in schools across Wales, her research has offered valuable insights into bilingualism and its impact on cognitive development, she was involved in “Childrens acquisition and complex structures”- which involves the study of how children acquire language skills when they are exposed to two languages at an early age. Her findings highlight the significant role of exposure and input in bilingual language and states that even when children are exposed to two languages at an early age, the quality and quantity of language input can significantly influence their proficiency in both languages. This suggests that consistent and meaningful interaction in both languages is crucial for successful bilingual language acquisition.
Furthermore, her research underscores the importance of providing children with ample opportunities to engage in conversations and activities in both languages to foster balanced bilingualism. This not only enhances their linguistic skills but also contributes to their cognitive development and cultural understanding. Her work has profound implications for bilingual education and parenting strategies, emphasizing the need for a supportive and enriching bilingual environment for children, (Thomas 2018).

Curriculum Cymreig
The new curriculum for Wales places significant emphasis on Welsh history. The vision is for all learners to understand how history, language, diversity, and culture have shaped Wales into the proud and unique nation it is today. The study of Welsh history, including the history and use of the Welsh language, is now a mandatory part of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). 
In Wales, a significant emphasis is placed on bilingual education. The Welsh government has unified International Languages, Welsh, and English into one curriculum area referred to as Languages, Literacy, and Communication (LLC). To ensure students are familiar with both Welsh and English, schools in Wales employ a variety of bilingual techniques, including code-switching, targeted translation, and translanguaging. The end goal is to have students who are bilingual by the time they complete their education, (Welsh Gov 2022).
Siarter Iaith is a language charter initiative in Wales aimed at promoting the use of the Welsh language in various aspects of community life.  It focuses on encouraging businesses, organisations, and individuals to use Welsh effectively and consistently. The framework of Siater Iaith includes setting goals and targets for promoting Welsh language use, providing resources, and supporting those interested in participating, and recognising and celebrating achievements in promoting the language Welsh gov 2024)

Acts, Policies and Frameworks

The Welsh Language Act 1993 had a significant impact on the status and use of the Welsh language. This act led to the creation of a body with the duty of promoting the use of Welsh and ensuring compliance with the act. This act promoted bilingualism in Wales, and officially put the Welsh language on equal footing with the English language in Wales.
Since this act, all new and replaced signs in Wales as well as public information signs on buildings owned by local government bodies are legally required to be bilingual. 
The Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011. In Wales, several strategies are in place to foster cultural diversity and ensure the sustainability of the Welsh language.

Welsh Language Policies: The “Cymraeg 2050” strategy by the Welsh Government aims to have a million Welsh speakers by 2050. This includes initiatives to develop the Welsh language workforce in schools, promote the use of Welsh within families, and facilitate the use of Welsh in the Welsh Government. The Welsh Language (Wales) Measure 2011 also grants the Welsh language official status in Wales (Welsh Government 2017).

These strategies demonstrate the Welsh Government’s dedication to promoting cultural diversity, sustaining the Welsh language, and building a more inclusive society.

Supporting Bilingualism in Early years
Encourage language exposure- It is important to provide opportunities for children to hear and practice both languages regularly. This can be through books in both Welsh and English, Songs such as nursery rhymes and general conversations in both languages (Early years Wales, 2020). 
Value both languages- Ensure that both languages are respected and valued within the learning environment. Avoid labelling one language as more important than the other (Professional association for children in early years, 2009).
Bilingual resources- Promote both languages through resources, through posters, classroom displays and equipment. Twinkl the education publishing house has great classroom display items that promote different languages and encourage a Bilingual classroom or setting. Also, Littie Linguist offers a great selection of bilingual Welsh books that supports literacy skills in both languages. 
Support from educators- Teachers and professionals should be supportive of bilingualism and equipped to facilitate language development in both languages. They can model correct language use, provide vocabulary support, and create opportunities for language practice. This can be modelled around the school not just in the classroom but also in the dining hall, playground, and other areas, using bilingual language throughout their learning experiences, (Early Years Wales 2020).
Family involvement- Engaging families in supporting bilingualism by providing resources, information, and strategies such as courses or group interventions are a fantastic way of promoting language development in both languages at home (Camau, Learn Welsh Scheme for Early Years ND).

Challenges in multilingualism

In early years education in Wales, introducing Welsh to English-speaking children comes with its own set of challenges:
Expertise in Language: The lack of staff members proficient in Welsh or the absence of quality resources can make language instruction difficult. It can be challenging to motivate staff members to teach Welsh if they’ve had negative experiences with language learning in the past. (British Council 2019)

Difficulty Perception: Languages are often seen as challenging subjects, which can deter students from wanting to learn them. (Jenkins, 2020)

Cultural Views: There can be a practical view of language learning, where languages are valued more for their utilitarian benefits (like job prospects) rather than for their cultural or intellectual value. (Jenkins, 2020) 

Time Constraints: Limited time allocations for Welsh language instruction in English-medium schools can hinder most pupils’ progress. (Lewis, 2010)

To address these challenges, various initiatives have been put in place, such as the Welsh Government’s “Cymraeg 2050” strategy, which aims to achieve a million Welsh speakers by 2050, and the “Global Futures” strategy, which aims to build a ‘bilingual plus one nation’. However, despite these efforts, the uptake of modern foreign languages in Wales has been on the decline for the last two decades. (Welsh Government 2017)
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