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Language takes on a variety of different definitions, each reflecting its complexity and significance in human interaction. Perhaps the simplest and most fundamental definition is that language serves as a tool for communication. It allows us to externalise our thoughts and feelings, assisting us in socialisation and connecting with others (Yew KIEU, 2022). This essential function of language enables us to share ideas, express emotions and build relationships. Humans aren’t just monolingual, which means they speak only one language; many individuals are bilingual, meaning they can communicate in two languages effectively. Even more fascinating is the concept of being multilingual, which refers to the ability to speak three or more languages fluently (Khan, 2011). This linguistic diversity enriches our global culture and fosters understanding across different communities. It is estimated that there are currently 7,159 languages spoken around the world (Ethnologue, 2024), highlighting the incredible variety and depth of human expression through language.

This essay will be looking at and discussing the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism, Welsh/English as an additional language, brain development, divergent thinking, and frameworks and programmes.

[bookmark: _jig6p7uxyetm]Benefits of Bilingualism/Multilingualism

Bilingualism and multilingualism are incredibly beneficial, especially during the early years of a child's development. These linguistic skills enhance overall communication abilities. Remarkably, even if a child primarily speaks one language, exposure to multiple languages can significantly improve their cognitive skills and social interactions (Liberman et al., 2016). 

Another positive worth noting is the significant social-emotional benefit that multilingualism provides. Knowing more than one language not only facilitates the process of making new friends, but also enriches children's social experiences. It allows them to connect with peers from diverse backgrounds, fostering empathy and understanding. Additionally, it enables children to appreciate other cultures and countries on a much deeper level, broadening their perspectives and enhancing their global awareness (Pransiska, 2017). This cultural appreciation can lead to a more inclusive mindset.

One other benefit of bilingualism is the improvement of memory and other brain functions. When learning a new language, the skills of understanding and processing information are improved. Bilingualism and multilingualism activates parts of the brain that deal with memory, speech and senses. People who speak two or more languages often remember lists and sequences better than those who speak only one language. This shows a big improvement in memory. Additionally, bilingual people often think more creatively because they have access to more words and ideas. Their ability to think quickly also helps them focus for longer periods (Department of Education - Government of Western Australia, n.d.).

[bookmark: _d5olh0o1oa7k]Welsh/English as an additional language (WAL/EAL)

WAL is defined as Welsh as an additional language, while EAL stands for English as an additional language. Both WAL and EAL signify that a child’s first language is not Welsh or English. This distinction typically indicates that the child may have been born in a different country or that their parents primarily communicate in another language at home. Children who are categorised as WAL or EAL may require tailored support to help them effectively learn and thrive in an environment where Welsh or English is the primary medium of communication. To address these challenges, various forms of support are available to assist these learners. This includes the assignment of a buddy, a peer who provides social assistance and guidance, helping to bridge the gap in communication and create a sense of belonging. Additionally, resources such as dual-language books, e-books, dictionaries and translation tools are offered to facilitate language comprehension. These tools are essential in creating an inclusive learning atmosphere where every child can engage with the curriculum and participate actively in class activities. Overall, the support provided aims not only to improve language skills but also to enhance the overall educational experience for children classified as WAL or EAL, ensuring they have the opportunity to succeed and integrate fully into their learning environment (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2021).

[bookmark: _s56wenfg5mf0]Brain Development

According to Trautner (2019), from ages 0 to 3, young children's brains are especially good at learning a second language because their brains are more adaptable during this critical stage of development. This adaptability allows them to absorb language patterns more easily than older learners. Studies indicate that babies who are introduced to two languages early on are better at recognising changes and differentiating between various sounds in language by the time they reach 6 months. 

Researchers had initially expressed concerns that being bilingual could lead to confusion among children. However, research has shown that bilingualism does not lead to confusion or hinder developmental growth. In fact, it offers significant advantages, such as enhancing cognitive abilities and social skills, therefore enriching children's overall experiences and interactions in a multicultural world (Nicoladis, Charbonnier and Popescu, 2016).

Recent studies have revealed that bilingual children possess the ability to retain greater amounts of both grey and white matter in their developing brains, when compared to their monolingual peers. Grey matter, which involves the areas of the brain responsible for critical functions such as information processing and communication, plays a vital role in cognitive development. While everyone is born with a certain amount of grey matter, as individuals age they gradually lose some of it. This decline in grey matter is often associated with a noticeable "slowing down" of mental and physical processes  impacting overall cognitive efficiency. In contrast, white matter serves as a crucial facilitator of communication among various regions of the brain.. This enhanced communication may help explain why bilingual and multilingual individuals often exhibit better cognitive flexibility, problem-solving skills and overall brain function compared to those who only speak one language (FabuLingua, n.d.).

[bookmark: _hd0ownn2nhq8]Divergent Thinking

Divergent thinking can be defined as the ability to produce a variety of answers through methods such as looking at information from a new perspective, and transforming those perspectives (Runco, 2012). Contrary to popular belief, there is no concrete evidence to suggest that bilingual and monolingual children exhibit any significant differences in their divergent thinking abilities. Research has consistently shown that both groups are equally capable of generating creative ideas and solutions, challenging common misconceptions (Booton et al., 2021).

However, a report released by the European Commission in 2009 revealed that researchers had discovered more than 200 studies highlighting a significant link between bilingualism and increased creativity (Storme et al., 2017). This implies that individuals who are fluent in two or more languages tend to display greater innovative thinking abilities. Studies have also indicated that people who are bilingual tend to have improved fundamental cognitive skills, including inhibition, updating, and shifting. When compared to their monolingual peers, these advantages often become evident, indicating that speaking multiple languages can lead to greater cognitive flexibility (Storme et al., 2017).

[bookmark: _s036a9a6ndks]Frameworks and Programmes

The Welsh Government is dedicated to encouraging and boosting the number of people who speak Welsh throughout the nation. To achieve this ambitious goal, they have developed a Welsh language strategy action plan known as Cymraeg 2050. This strategic initiative is designed with the hopeful vision of reaching one million Welsh speakers by the year 2050. In addition to this target, the action plan aims to significantly boost the percentage of individuals who speak Welsh daily, increasing it from the current 10% to an impressive 20%. This would effectively double the existing number of daily Welsh speakers, fostering a greater appreciation and use of the language in everyday life (Welsh Government, 2024).

Mudiad Meithrin is a dedicated voluntary organisation that plays a vital role in creating opportunities for children to learn and develop through the medium of the Welsh language (Mudiad Meithrin n.d.). On their website, they claim that one of their key principles include the belief that acquiring the Welsh language offers significant advantages for children's development. Furthermore, they assert that every child in Wales deserves the right to access Welsh medium services, including education, childcare and community activities. By championing these principles, Mudiad Meithrin strives to create an inclusive environment where the Welsh language flourishes  benefiting future generations (Mudiad Meithrin, 2021).

[bookmark: _9nqueeapjs2c]Conclusion

In conclusion, this essay has highlighted the importance of bilingualism and multilingualism. It has examined the advantages of these language skills, discussed the role of Welsh and English as additional languages, and analysed their impact on brain development and divergent thinking. Finally, it reviewed two frameworks and initiatives designed to promote the use of the Welsh language among young children in Wales. The primary aim of the essay was to inform its readers about the crucial importance of bilingualism, particularly during the early years. This emphasis on bilingualism is especially significant in Wales, where the rich linguistic heritage plays a vital role in cultural identity.
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