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Bilingualism and Multilingualism - ECEY4004 - Script
Introduction 
Good evening and welcome. Thank you for joining today’s presentation where we will explore the profound impacts of bilingualism and multilingualism in early childhood, focusing particularly on Welsh and English languages.  
Our discussion will cover the definitions and benefits of bilingualism, how it supports cognitive development, and its significant role within cultural identity, especially in the context of Welsh education. 
Additionally, we will look at various strategies and initiatives the Welsh government has implemented to promote and support bilingual education.  
By the end of this session, you will gain insights into how bilingual environments enrich learning experiences and cognitive abilities, preparing children for a multiculturally interconnected world. 
What is bilingualism and multilingualism 
According to Bee Bilingual (2024), defining bilingualism is not straightforward, as it is understood differently to different people. NALDIC (2011) suggests definitions ranging from basic competence to a more developed ability in two languages. For today, we will define bilingualism as the ability to use two languages, and multilingualism as using more than two. 
Benefits of bilingualism 
Cambridge Learning (2017) notes that bilingual education benefits individuals, schools, and communities. The Times (2017) reported that children from multilingual backgrounds often outperform their monolingual peers in English and math by age seven. Carmarthenshire County Council (2024) adds that bilingual students excel academically, manage tasks well, and learn additional languages more easily. 
Research shows (Craik et-al., 2010) that being bilingual has links to delaying the onset of Dementia and other symptoms of Alzheimer. Additionally, The Telegraph (2015) reported that a study found bilingual individuals are twice as likely to recover from a stroke compared to monolingual individuals. 
Colin Baker (no date) underscores the many advantages of being bilingual, particularly for individuals in Wales. He notes that bilingualism offers benefits across various aspects of life, including improved communication within families and communities, enhanced enjoyment of literature, access to diverse cultures, increased tolerance, and cognitive advantages such as improved creative thinking and sensitivity to communication. Additionally, being bilingual boosts self-esteem, provides a sense of identity security, and offers educational and employment advantages. 
Supporting children with Welsh as an additional language (WAL) and English as an additional language (EAL) 
C. Gorrara et-al., (2020) support prioritising bilingual learning in the new Curriculum for Wales 2022. They argue that linking languages and cultures in education creates more resilient and engaged learners. Gorrara stresses that understanding the interconnectedness of languages expands learning opportunities and underlines the importance of integrating Welsh, English, and other international languages in education. 
Strategies to support children with EAL and WAL 
Tina et-al., (2014), underscore how Immersion education offers advantages such as delivering excellent language instruction, adjusting teaching techniques to enhance language acquisition, fostering interaction among students from diverse linguistic backgrounds, providing specialised training for teachers, and administering language interventions to support children with language difficulties 
Language immersion 
According to WJEC (2019), language immersion in Welsh-medium settings involves introducing a second language to children in the early years through immersion. In this approach, children are immersed in the language during their education, which differs from the language spoken at home. They engage in play, interaction, and activities using Welsh, surrounded by the language to acquire it naturally without conscious awareness. 
In Welsh-medium settings, practitioners must consistently use Welsh to communicate with both staff and children, serving as role models and providing children with valuable opportunities to hear the language being used in various contexts 
In contrast, within English-medium schools, where Welsh is being introduced strategies such as the one referenced by Estyn (no date), the “sandwich" method can be introduced to help introduce Welsh as an additional language, particularly in the early years. This method involves giving instructions first in Welsh, followed by English, and then repeating the instruction in Welsh once again. 
Supporting the Welsh Language 
To help children grasp the Welsh language, practitioners can employ various techniques. These include suggesting vocabulary and speaking slowly, repeating vocabulary consistently during activities like circle time, allowing children time to process information, suggesting linguistic resources like apps and songs, using gestures and actions to reinforce meaning, introducing simple songs and rhymes, re-reading books with props, providing opportunities for practice through role play, and praising children immediately when they use Welsh words.
Impact on Brain Development and Divergent Thinking 
Problem-Solving 
Studies show that bilinguals often excel in complex problem-solving compared to monolinguals, thanks to better executive functions like cognitive flexibility (Bialystok, 2011). This skill stems from frequently switching between languages. The study found that bilingual children are particularly adept at filtering out irrelevant information and concentrating on crucial details, which significantly boosts their problem-solving efficiency by enabling them to stay focused and minimize distractions. 
Enhanced Memory 
Bilingualism is associated with enhanced memory capabilities, particularly in working memory, which is essential for processing and retaining information temporarily. A study by Morales et-al., (2013) demonstrated that bilingual children have superior working memory compared to their monolingual counterparts. This advantage was particularly noticeable in tasks that involve both storing and actively processing information, highlighting the cognitive benefits of bilingualism in learning and problem-solving contexts. 
Divergent Thinking 
Divergent thinking is a cognitive process that enables creative idea generation by exploring multiple potential solutions (Science Direct, 2024). It is strongly associated with creativity and is crucial for solving complex problems where various outcomes are possible.  
Studies, such as the one by Adesope et al. (2010), have shown that bilinguals excel in divergent thinking tasks by generating more ideas or solutions, demonstrating a deeper level of information processing that aids in creative problem-solving. 
Adesope's study (2010) demonstrates that being bilingual is consistently linked to several cognitive benefits. These include better focus and attention control, improved memory for tasks, a greater understanding of language mechanics, and enhanced skills in dealing with abstract and symbolic concepts. 
The cultural importance of the Welsh language 
Incorporating Culture in Early Education 
Jennie Lindon (2012) highlights the importance of integrating cultural diversity in early years education to foster a strong and positive sense of identity among children. She recommends that early year's settings reflect diverse cultural identities through thoughtful use of play materials, books, and resources, enabling children to explore and learn about diverse cultures effectively. 
Embedding Welsh Culture Daily 
Echoing Lindon’s advice, embedding elements of Welsh culture in daily activities can be very impactful. This could involve incorporating traditional Welsh foods, music, and clothing into routine activities at educational settings. Such practices help children appreciate Welsh culture naturally and regularly, fostering a deeper connection to their heritage. 
Parental and Family Engagement 
Engaging families to continue cultural and language practices at home complements what children learn in educational settings. Offering workshops or informational sessions for parents on the importance of cultural identity and bilingual development can extend and reinforce learning outside the classroom. 
Welsh government initiatives and programmes 
Cymraeg 2050 Strategy 
The "Cymraeg 2050" (Welsh Gov, 2024) action plan is a significant initiative by the Welsh Government aiming to increase the number of Welsh speakers to one million and double the daily use of Welsh by 2050. The plan includes enhancing Welsh-medium education, promoting Welsh as the primary language in key regions, and introducing legislative support like the Welsh Language Education Bill. 
Expanding Early Welsh Language Exposure 
In the 2024 to 2025 period, the Welsh in Education Strategic Plan (Welsh Gov, 2021) will expand to include additional Welsh language provisions for over 5,200 2-year-olds through the Flying Start Programmes, reflecting a commitment to early language immersion. 
Welsh Language Initiatives 
Ti a Fi ac Amser Tyfu: Supports over 500 parent and baby groups across Wales, providing a bilingual environment where toddlers engage in play and language learning activities. 
Welsh Playgroups (Cylchoedd Meithrin): Focuses on children aged 2-4, using play as a medium for effective language acquisition and daily exposure to Welsh. 
Language and Play Activities: Managed by local initiatives like Mentrau Iaith, these include a range of Welsh-medium activities from swimming to music classes, fostering language development through informal play and social interaction. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, bilingualism offers extensive benefits across cognitive, educational, and cultural dimensions. We have discussed how bilingual individuals often exhibit improved problem-solving abilities, enhanced memory, and greater creativity, thanks to the cognitive flexibility fostered by switching between languages. It is crucial for educators and policymakers to continue fostering environments that support bilingual development, thereby enriching children's learning experiences and broadening their cultural perspectives. 
Thank you for your attention.
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