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The importance of Multilingual/Bilingual practise in the early years

Bilingualism is the ability to understand and speak two languages and 
multilingualism is the ability to understand and speak multiple languages. However, these definitions are vague, and it is difficult to define bilingualism, as the characteristics differ between individuals (Baker and Wright, P17, 2021). It is important to understand why bilinguals need their languages and how they organise, process and think about their languages rather than focusing on the fluency of the language. The levels of a person’s language use may vary depending on what the language is used for and what they need for it (Tracy, Ilie and Sandel, 2015). 
Simultaneous bilingualism is when a child learns two languages from birth, this makes it easier for children to learn a second language (Baker and Wright, P145, 2021). 

There are many benefits to being bilingual. Children who speak more than one language are usually more successful during their time in education (Carmarthenshire County council, 2024). This is important because having a successful education links to a student’s happiness and well-being by preparing them for a career (watermarkinsights, 2024). Being bilingual enables people to communicate with a variety of people and ensures practitioners are able to better understand the children in their care and also their parents. (Carmarthenshire County council, 2024). This ensures practitioners can understand important information from parents about the children and also ensures that they can understand the children if they share information that needs to be safeguarded. This is important so the Welsh language does not die out. if they are bilingual Also, bilingualism helps to has been known to increase the rate of recovery after a stroke and delay the onset of dementia (Vince, 2016). This is important in allowing people to make important choices and plan whilst they still have capacity to make decisions for themselves (Prince, Bryce and Ferri, 2011). However, there are some challenges people face being bilingual. being bilingual could the child to become confused between the two languages. They may begin to mix their words up, this is called code switching and this could cause delays in their ability to form sentences and speak (Baker and wright, P145, 2021). On the other hand Byers-Heinlein and Lew-Williams (2018) states that code switching is often mistaken for a child being confused between two or more languages, which leads them to believe that code switching is when a child resourcefully uses their limited vocabulary and they state that it is a sign of the bilingual child’s originality.

A study was conducted by Pliatsikas et al. (2020) which showed that people who are bilingual had more grey matter in their brains, this is important because it means less developmental loss into adulthood. Lenneberg’s theory was that children need to acquire new language between the age of two and puberty (Vanhove, 2013). Children learn new languages with different areas of their brains. The auditory cortex is the first area of the brain used when learning a new language. This is where the brain takes in what has been spoken and processes where the sound has come from (neurochallenged, 2020). From there the brain takes the information to the Wernicke’s area. The Wernicke’s area is where the brain forms an understanding of both spoken and written language (Javed and Wroten, 2019). The Broca’s area then focus’ the brain on how to respond and control’s the production of speech by helping to form the words enabling people to write or speak accurately (University of California San Francisco, 2019). The brain then sends signals to direct the movements to the mouth, tongue, lips and vocal cords through the motor cortex which enables a person to speak (Yip and Lui, 2020). The role of the adult is to support children who can speak more than one language, however this can be hard when neither language that is spoken is English or Welsh. Adults can support bilingual children by giving them lots of time to listen, some children go through a period of quiet time when they are first learning a new language, therefore it is important that they can listen (BCP Council, 2025). It is also important that adults use a lot of visual aids, like real objects and pictures to help the child understand (BCP Council, 2025).

English as an additional language (EAL) those whose first language is not English. According to the Welsh government (no date) there is a five-stage model acquisition for EAL. Stage A is when a child is new to English, they may be silent or use single words here. Stage B is early acquisition, here they will understand simple instructions and use vocabulary that they are used to. Stage C is Developing competence, this is where they will confidently speak English however the structure of the sentences will still be inaccurate. Stage D is competent, they will have better use of their grammar and have fewer errors. And stage E is Fluent when they become a fluent English speaker (Welsh government, no date). It takes children seven years or more to learn English as an additional language (Department for Education, Pg6, 2020). However, some EAL learners could start at different points and move through the stages quicker than others. To support children learning English as an additional language, practitioners can use repetition to support a child learning English (Department for Education, 2021). For example, if the practitioner pulled out a ball from a sack and asked the child the colour of the ball, and the child answered correctly however the wording was imperfect then the practitioner would repeat the correct answer back to the child, as shown in the video activity. Labelled pictures would support a child in EAL because they would be able to use the pictures to understand what they need to do and learn what they written words mean (Department for Education, 2021). It is important that children feel supported while learning English as an additional language because if the child cannot understand then it will cause them to feel confused, have a negative effect on their well-being and confidence. This will then negatively impact their holistic development.

Divergent thinking refers to a person’s ability to see multiple answers to a question, it is when they think outside the box and use their cognitive skills to think of many different ideas (Robinson, 2016), for example a stick could be a wand, sword, walking stick or a fishing rod etc. children who are bilingual, are skilled at switching between different languages, which enhances their ability to adjust to new tasks of environments (Booton et al., 2021). Studies show that creativity is linked to divergent thinking and that bilinguals have more creativity than monolinguals (Xia, An and Guo, 2022) however there have also been results that show that monolinguals have greater verbal creativity (Xia, An and Guo, 2022). Children who are bilingual think outside the box. They are good at problem solving because they are constantly switching between their different languages, which requires them to change their thinking quicky and also to change their approach quickly. This is known as cognitive flexibility, which is the ability to switch between tasks, rules of perspectives. This helps children to be good at problem solving because they are used to handling multiple languages at once and switching between them (St. Augustine College, 2024).

The Welsh language is taught as a compulsory subject across all key stages in Welsh schools. This ensures that all students have the opportunity to develop their Welsh language skills, regardless of the language they speak at home (Curriculum for Wales, 2019). One of the governments aims is for Wales to be a bilingual nation by 2050. They have set a target for one million Welsh speakers and the Welsh curriculum supports this by increasing the Welsh language used daily by students (Welsh Government, 2024). The curriculum Cymreig is about adding Welsh culture, language and heritage into the curriculum across all subjects. This is important to make sure children understand the values, traditions and the history of Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2003). Mudiad Meithrin is a Welsh language organisation that helps promote the use of the Welsh language with a focus on the early year’s education. Mudiad Meithrin operates across Wales and provides services that helps young children and their families to access Welsh language resources and education (Welsh Government, 2024).

To conclude bilingualism has many benefits and has been known to help with recovery after a stroke and delay the onset of dementia. Bilingualism also helps to maintain grey matter in the brain and it is important to remember the auditory cortex is the brain taking in information, the Wernicke’s area forms an understanding of the information, the Broca’s are focuses how to respond and the motor cortex send signals to the body parts to be able to speak. It is also important for practitioner to support children with EAL to feel understanded and help them to gain the confidence in learning their additional language. Being bilingual and switching from one language to another helps the brain by enhancing their cognitive flexibility which enables children to become good problem solvers. Bilingualism is heavily supported by the Welsh curriculum. They have made the Welsh language compulsory in schools across Wales to ensure that Wales becomes a bilingual nation.
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