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Bilingualism can be defined as the ability to understand, speak, read and write in two languages. As proposed by Baker (2011), “multilingualism is then about three or more languages”. Bilingualism was “considered deleterious to development” until recent years, Jones (2018) suggests. This viewpoint was challenged in 1962 however, when a research study was undertaken in France; the study examined the effects of bilingualism on the intellectual functioning of 10-year-old children from six different schools. The results found that “bilinguals performed significantly better than monolinguals on both verbal and nonverbal intelligence tests” (Peal, E. 1962). Recent research from RAND Corporation supports this as a 2015 study on dual-language immersion in Portland public schools found that “dual-language students outperformed their peers in English-reading skills by a full school year’s worth of learning by the end of middle school” (Steele, cited in Kamentez, 2016). 
There are numerous neurological and cognitive benefits to bilingualism. Research shows that when a bilingual is speaking in one language, their other language is still active; while doing so, the brain “relies on executive functions, a regulatory system of general cognitive abilities that includes processes such as attention and inhibition” (Marian, 2012), as a result, the control mechanisms strengthen and change the associated brain regions. Despite previous beliefs that bilingualism resulted in negative effects (Hakuta, 1986), a 2017 study from Harvard University suggests that bilingualism has an advantage on executive control, due to the fact that “bilinguals need to manage attention to two available systems” and that “the constant involvement of this executive control system in managing attention to two languages fortifies that system” (Luk, 2011). 
Baker (1995) discusses codeswitching; codeswitching is defined as being able to alternate between two or more languages in a single conversation. A bilingual may begin a conversation in their second language, but if they cannot find the right word to express their thought or idea, they may revert and use a word from their first or dominant language. They may use words from different languages to substitute a word or phrase, as well as to clarify a point they are trying to make.  As well as benefits to early brain development, researchers in Northern Italy took part in a study that revealed bilinguals developed dementia symptoms “an average of five years later and are able to cope with a greater level of brain dysfunction than monolinguals living in the same geographic area” (Alzheimers Society, 2017). 
Due to codeswitching and its positive affect on creative thinking, an argument can be made that being bilingual aids in communication. As suggested in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), a child must have their physiological needs – food; water; rest – met before any others can be.  Some may argue that the need to feel heard, listened to and respected is strongly linked to a child’s physiological needs, and therefore they must have those needs met through effective communication in their early years’ environments. Children with additional learning needs who use aids such as sign language or Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) will be provided support by the adults in their setting, therefore it could be argued that children entering a setting with a language that is different to their own, should be provided that same support. Providing support to children to become bilingual is supported by Bruner (1978) whose Scaffolding Theory suggests that in order for children to acquire new skills, we must first provide them with active support, before slowly reducing the amount of support provided as they gain enough knowledge to stand alone. This is further supported by Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of a More Knowledgeable Other, which suggests that to aid in learning, a child should be supported by someone who has a higher ability level than that child – this could be a teacher, parent, or peer. This could mean that a child supported by a More Knowledgeable Other will acquire language skills far more quickly than a child who is learning alone, and the distance in their Zone of Proximal Development will be far greater (Vygotsky, 1978). 
There is evidence to suggest that there is a critical period in a child’s life to acquire a language – before the age of 10 (Young, 2018); it can be argued that this should mean that support for language acquisition be a vital aspect of the Foundation Phase if we aspire to produce one million Welsh speakers by 2015 (Welsh Government, 2016). The idea of the critical period was first developed by Lenneberg (1967), who suggested that learning a language too late, as well as lack of opportunity to practice said language, was detrimental. This theory, as well as Vygotsky’s concept of a More Knowledgeable Other, supports the Welsh immersion method being used and advocated by Mudiad Meithrin, an organisation of early years specialists whose aim is to “give every young child in Wales the opportunity to benefit from early years care and education experiences through the medium of Welsh” (Mudiad Meithrin, no date). The immersion method is the practice of speaking only Welsh to young children in order to fully immerse them in and support their second language. This could be contended by Skinner’s (1938) conditioning theory, which suggests that mere immersion is not enough for a child to learn a language, but rather they need an incentive or reward – for example, passing a child a ball when they say the word “ball” can be argued as evidence that conditioning encourages a child to speak (Ambridge and Lieven, 2011).
As well as its benefits to brain health, there is evidence to suggest that bilingualism has many personal and social benefits, including higher self-esteem. A person’s mother-tongue is so closely connected to their home, culture and identity, that they can have positive relationships with various different people dependent on the language they speak; some bilinguals claim they “feel like a different person when they speak their other language” (Vince, 2016). As a result of migration in 1865, there is a Welsh settlement in Patagonia, Argentina, called Y Wladfa. While the Welsh Patagonian language differs to British Welsh, there is the social benefit of Welsh speakers being able to make a connection with those 8,000 miles away, based purely on a shared language (BBC, no date.) The ability to communicate with people from different countries and cultures may also mean that children are more open-minded and accepting of diversity. There are also studies to suggest that being bilingual makes job applications more attractive to employers and may mean you are more likely to be hired (Cusido, 2017).
The evidence of benefits of bilingualism seem to highlight the need for its inclusion in our early years’ environments. Particularly for children with English as an additional language, if they are entering a setting that operates mainly through the medium of English, their experience may be made more stressful by the fact that they would not be communicating in the language they have become accustomed to. Strategies that can aid this include translations on signs – for example, ‘toilet/toiledau’ or ‘reading area/ardal darllen’ for Welsh speakers, the inclusion of Welsh books, songs and characters, and respect shown for the language and culture that they use and identify with. Respect can be shown in various ways, such as practitioners learning common words or phrases in order to communicate with the child, as well as asking questions or inviting a child’s parents in to share a meal or tradition from their culture. Actions such as these promote inclusion, respect and ensure the child feels like a valued part of the setting. This is supported by the Egological Systems Theory developed by Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) that puts emphasis on how a child’s environments influence their growth and development.
Despite once-conflicting opinions, recent research regarding bilingualism indicates that speaking more than one language is beneficial for children’s neurological, intellectual, cognitive, personal and social development. Furthermore, studies also show that bilingualism benefits people of all ages as the evidence of its effect on cognitive decline demonstrates. Additionally, a study from Newcastle University done in 2011 proposes that there scientific evidence showing that speaking more than one language on a regular basis “makes you literally see the world in a different way” (ScienceDaily, 2011). 
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