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Good afternoon 
My name is Amie Handley. Today I will be discussing multilingualism and bilingualism. According to Khan (2011), multilingualism refers to being fluent in more than two languages, whereas bilingualism involves being fluent in two languages. I am going to focus more on bilingualism as this is reflected in my activity as two languages are demonstrated. Strong cultural and familial ties can be formed with bilingual or multilingual children through supporting methods. Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development (cited, McLeod, 2024) “emphasized the role of social interaction in the development of mental abilities such as speech and reasoning in children”. Indeed, providing bilingual or multilingual opportunities can enhance communication and family ties, promote a sense of kinship and progress in terms of language and literacy skills according to Raising Children Network (2019).
According to Welsh Government (2022) the revised Area of Learning ‘Languages, Literacy and Communication’ with the publication of the new Curriculum for Wales, promotes multilingualism and plurilingualism and “is intended to ignite learners’ curiosity and enthusiasm and provide them with a firm foundation for a lifelong interest in the languages of Wales and the languages of the world”. To this end teachers should plan opportunities for pupils to hear “international languages being used” and provide opportunities for pupils to “use international languages” at around the age of 11.However, this is not statutory in the early year in Wales, as all schools are expected to introduce both English and Welsh languages in the early years to “encourage learners to transfer what they have learned about how languages work in one language to the learning and using of other languages”. To this effect children will experience how “languages connect us” and is “key to understanding the world.”
According to Holmes, (2023) bilingual education in schools improves children’s literacy and language skills over time. Higher levels of executive function in bilingual students, a signpost for academic performance, was observed by Holmes (2023). According to Kroll and Dussias (2017), most people on the planet speak more than one language. However, in the United States, speaking more than one language has always been seen as a burden rather than an advantage. Some mythology remains around language learning and usage as a result of sentiments towards immigration and cultural diversity being intermixed with attitudes towards languages other than English. The notion that English is the only language, or the language spoken by the majority, in the United States has contributed to the spread of the myth that learning a second language as an adult is an impossible feat that can only be achieved by a select few who are gifted language learners. There are a multitude of different views regarding the benefits, but Bell’s (2017) research implies that children will improve their language skills through bilingualism. Additionally, children who have an understanding of more than one language have been shown to have higher working memory. Problem solving and executive function heavily rely on working memory, which can store, process, and update information across brief intervals.
Sign language, as demonstrated in the activity, is a helpful means of communication. Children benefit from learning to sign as bilingualism refers to the ability to effectively use two different languages. With a sign bilingual approach, children learn two languages at once, preferably British Sign Language, the standard sign language in the United Kingdom, as seen in my activity. According to National Deaf Children’s Society hearing technology can provide effective amplification. Hearing is not the primary sense that deaf children use to learn about their environment. Most professionals who endorse this approach, sign language is the only way deaf children can fully access language and communication. This belief views deafness as a positive identity and culture forming the foundation of the Sign Bilingual method. The “Understanding languages is key to understanding the world around us” what matters statement in the Curriculum for Wales (2020), encourages children in the early years to “talk about what they hear, read, or see and express simple opinions”. The bilingual approach of oracy and signing fully supports this description of learning. 
Using the bilingual sign method supports children in schools providing access to the curriculum according to Swanwick and Gregory (1996). Every child is entitled to a comprehensive and balanced curriculum and full access to the evaluation process, whether it is in English or BSL. This should be familiarised through sign bilingual classroom practise. The bilingual teaching team should have the authority to decide on each student's unique path to curricular access, based on their language proficiency and priorities. Sign language involves using parts of the body to communicate with children who are non-verbal or deaf. Signing is also a means of enhancing meaning of vocabulary for children who can hear but may have a speech impediment. Non-verbal or deaf children face daily challenges due to the lack of training within schools. According to Sibanda and Nkali (2019) one of the biggest obstacles to the use of sign bilingual education is hearing parents and underinformed professionals who lack training and experience. It is arguable whether mainstream hearing teachers are proficient and knowledgeable in sign bilingual teaching techniques. This may be the largest obstacle facing sign bilingual education. Communicating in both spoken and sign language presents a clear difficulty for teachers who are hard of hearing. Sign language is a form of communication which benefits children to cope without hearing. According to the National Deaf Children’s Society, experts that support sign bilingualism consider that using hearing aids or other technologies does not necessarily enable a child to communicate completely without depending on hearing. 
When supporting children with English as an Additional Language in early years, children need to hear people speak clearly in English. By modelling effectively children will soon adopt a second language. Songs and rhymes make learning fun and using both oral English and signing supports understanding and association with their first language. According to Department for Education (2023) children are encouraged to compare terms in English and other languages when investigating rhymes and tunes.  As demonstrated it in my activity, the use of picture cards and toys stimulate and encourage engagement by using both English and a child’s first language. Piaget's quoted in Lee, 2022) view of learning development emphasises how children between the ages of 2 and 7 establish language skills and how they “…build on their mental imagery and can use symbols to represent objects. Words are examples of symbols, and this is how language develops”. Playing with words and doing multilingual translations are opportunities that older children who have mastered multiple languages enjoy. 
[bookmark: _Hlk164515689]Bilingualism supports brain development, as the ability to speak and understand more than one language is associated with anatomical changes in subcortical brain regions. According to Korenar, Treffers-Daller and Pliatsikas, (2023) bilingualism-induced neuroplasticity is a compelling option for examining the ways in which long-lasting, cognitively demanding experiences and abilities impact the structure of the brain. According to Leaf Complex Care, (2023) there are numerous differences in brain development such as neurodiversity which some children will experience, impacting on their brain. Neurodiversity is not a medical diagnosis; rather, it is a description of the differences in brain development. People's conduct deviates from the conventional patterns of learning, social interaction, and emotional regulation due to a range of developmental changes that impact brain function. Children may exhibit more pronounced neurodivergent behaviours since they are unable to hide or regulate these traits. Sign language can be a supportive form of language to help these children communicate and compensate certain parts of brain function.  According to Leaf Complex Care (2023) the good qualities that neurodiversity provides to our society are abundant and enhance its fabric. People with neurodivergent characteristics frequently have extraordinary inventiveness, an acute attention to detail, and outstanding problem-solving skills.
The problem-solving process known as "divergent thinking" is a spontaneous flow of ideas generated in a brief period regarding a certain topic. As every person has a distinct style of thinking and viewing the world, thoughts formed throughout this process are occasionally original. By using divergent thinking, the activity needs to be simplified and clearly understood by clear communication and ensuring adequate organisation and flow of activity, as demonstrated in my activity. There are many ways of using divergent thinking in a classroom such as asking questions that will encourage children to think about a topic in a different way.  For example, in my activity I asked the children to share their feelings. Providing children with divergent thinking opportunities promotes choice and creativity, the use of expression, and encourages detailed responses. According to Waterford (2020) creative thinking and varied thinking go hand in hand. According to neuroscience, when we think creatively, our brains form stronger neural connections, that facilitate the learning of current ideas. Children will be better prepared to meet their academic potential in the classroom by encouraging creativity and divergent thinking.
[bookmark: _Hlk164516380]To conclude, the benefits of bilingualism or multilingualism has been associated with enhanced literacy and other language abilities, higher academic performance in various disciplines, and more exciting and diverse career and travel prospects in later life. Additionally, children may feel more confident, develop an awareness of belonging, and have a stronger sense of identity if they learn multiple languages and learn to sign as they grow up.
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