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Multilingual Practice in the Early Years
Introduction
With multiculturalism and the free movement of people becoming ever increasing, particularly in the United Kingdom (Ashcroft and Bevir, 2017), it is not surprising that results from the latest Census in 2021 showed that 6.9% of people residing in Wales were born in countries outside of the UK, a figure which has increased by 28.3% in ten years (Welsh Government, 2021). For families and children arriving in the UK with English as an additional language (EAL), it could be argued that the curriculum requirements to learn the new native language, Welsh, could add further demands on language learning, development and understanding which practitioners in education and care should be mindful of (Hamilton, 2013).Grigg (2015) reminds us of importance of creating inclusive learning environments and respecting cultural differences for children learning additional languages which can be supported by the teachers themselves by learning words and phrases in the child’s ‘mother tongue’. 
Defining the ability to speak one or more languages can be understood as: monolingual – the understanding of one language, bilingual – the understanding of two languages, and multilingual – the understanding of more than two languages (Devarakonda, 2021). Conceptualising these definitions, however, can be problematic as there are many variables to consider such as a person’s competency to understand language as well their ability to speak, read and write alternative languages at differing levels, which will be interpreted differently (Baker and Wright, 2021).
Ibbotson (2022) discusses how the complex nature of language development begins as early as the pre-birth, where the child will identify and respond to language and sounds heard within the womb. Within the first five years, a child develops their language skills from noise making or ‘babbling’ to forming words, sentences and conversations (Ibbotson, 2022). Tatlow – Golden (2023) discusses the period in which children are more cognitively able to engage with and learn new languages, which significantly diminishes post age two as their focus is concentrated on the immediate culture they live within, which Smalle and Möttönen (2023) explain also how neuroplasticity declines as children develop.
It was originally thought that learning a second language affected child development negatively (Pinter, 2022), and before 1960 it was commonly thought that by learning additional languages, learners were likely to be at a disadvantage owing to confusion and misunderstanding (Bower, 2018). Smidt (2016) reinforces this idea and highlights how the common belief of bilingual learners as being unable to develop within the UK education system circa 1960 conflicted with understanding of theorists such as Vygotsky, Isaacs and Bruner amongst others, whose theory supported the idea of children as being problem-solvers by actively learning and looking for answers and understanding. Following research into children’s language learning and development such as the Bullock Report (Department of Education and Science, 1975), understanding the benefits of allowing children to utilise additional languages in their learning environment were recognised (Bower, 2018). Evolving research suggested that bilingual learners were able to better support their development and knowledge of a second language by using concepts of their initial language, known as ‘cross linguistic transfer’ (Melby – Lervag and Lervag, 2011).
This paper aims to review some of the benefits and possible barriers to successful practice in supporting bilingualism and multilingualism, with reference to an example of a Welsh lesson in an English speaking early years setting (video submission). It will also consider relevant policy framework and theory.
Benefits of Multilingualism
More recent research has shown that there are many positive impacts of bilingualism and multilingualism. For example, studies have shown that bilingualism is associated with higher levels of cognitive abilities such as working memory and switching between tasks, which has been called ‘bilingual advantage’ (Paap, 2022). Findings from a large UK study of over three-thousand pupils showed that multilingual learners achieved better educational outcomes over the long term compared with monolingual learners (Filippi et al, 2025).
Children who learn within multilingual settings have also been shown to demonstrate greater cognitive flexibility than those in monolingual settings (Dai et al, 2023). This relates to the concept of divergent thinking, where rather than thinking there is one correct answer (i.e. convergent thinking), a child can imagine a range of possible answers to a problem (Huang, 2021, p. 153).  Divergent thinking skills may be more likely to develop where children switch between languages (Kubota et al, 2020). Fürst and Grin (2021) conducted research which showed that greater exposure to diverse multicultural and multilingual experiences is positively related to many measures of creativity (Fürst and Grin, 2021). However, other studies investigating the relationship between bilingualism and children’s divergent thinking has found no evidence that bilingualism results in greater creativity (Booton et al, 2021). This suggests the need for further research to explore the benefits of language learning and what implications this may have on policy and practice in early years education.

Supporting children’s language learning in the Early Years
The example Welsh language lesson in the video submission was developed based on a range of learning techniques and theory for supporting language acquisition in young children. 
For instance, when introducing new vocabulary, in addition to encouraging listening and repetition, I also created visual prompts and images which assisted in telling a story. Storytelling is well recognised as a useful tool for language learning, including additional languages (Lucarevschi, 2016). By using a puppet character, I encouraged a more interactive environment which promoted listening and curiosity. A review of research into the use of puppets in early years education supports this, emphasising benefits for communication, creativity, and cooperation (Råde, 2021). However, it was noted that not all children or early years practitioners are motivated by puppets, making it important to offer a variety of different of ways of learning an additional language.
Part of my intention when including more interactive elements such as singing and movement (e.g. searching for pictures and singing a song) was to avoid relying on teacher-centred activities. When learning vocabulary, research supports that whilst direct teaching can be intentional and focus on key words, more flexible approaches which use a range of activities can lead incidental learning, with a greater number of words being learnt (Nation, 2011). Using songs was one way of encouraging interaction and simple movements aimed to make the activity more experiential and fun. This aligns with the approach of the Welsh Government’s Cymraeg for Kids programme, which makes use of simple songs and is delivered jointly by the Welsh Government and Mudiad Meithrin as part of the wider Cymraeg 2050 strategy (Welsh Government, 2024). Other approaches have been developed in primary school settings for those learning Welsh as a second language, including drama-based teaching techniques which have shown promising results in learning new vocabulary compared to more traditional methods, and can be used by non-specialist teachers (Kalogirou et al, 2017).
During the lesson, I tried to create a positive learning environment where the children were encouraged to engage in call and response and feel confident enough to try, even if they were unsure. I tried to foster a safe and supportive atmosphere, aware of Pinter’s view that it is “crucial that children understand they can speak up even when they are not sure about their contributions” (Pinter, 2022, p. 71) and that any errors are corrected with care and encouragement. 
In general, taking a playful approach is supported by theories of child development such as those of Piaget (1952) and Vygotsky (1967) which emphasise the importance of learning through play. This is not just beneficial for problem solving, imagination, and other cognitive skills, but also helps social development by providing opportunities to share and interact with one another. Had the lesson been longer, I may have had the opportunity to offer a period of self-directed play, in which research has suggested that adults can help scaffold children’s language by providing comments and questions (Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels, 2017).
Further Considerations
Despite the benefits of multilingualism and learning additional languages, there are several barriers to providing inclusive and high-quality learning opportunities. For example, it can be challenging for practitioners to select activities that meet the varying learning needs and interests of diverse groups. They need to exercise their judgement in choosing tasks that are motivating but not too difficult, which can be achieved by mixing familiar and less familiar content (Pinter 2022). Practitioners themselves might feel as though they lack the skills required to teach languages, with evidence showing that a lack of confidence can act as a barrier to bilingual classroom transmission practices in Wales (Parry and Thomas, 2021).
There has also been considerable concern about the Welsh language learning opportunities for those with additional learning needs, who may be at systemic disadvantage (Davies 2023). Education providers are legally obliged to provide equal opportunities to learn Welsh, for example under the Equality Act (2010), the United Nations Convention on Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) (UNICEF, 2024) and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. Despite this, the Welsh Language Commissioner has found that many local authorities in Wales lack provision through the medium of Welsh for the 20% of pupils in Wales who have additional learning needs (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2023).


Conclusion
In conclusion, bilingualism and multilingualism are an increasingly important part of education and the development of young people in the modern world, particularly in Wales. There are also clear advantages to being able to think, communicate and learn in different languages which is why it is supported in multiple frameworks and policies. However, in practice achieving the benefits of language learning relies on a range of techniques and skills, with practitioners that can engage and provide for a range of diverse learners with confidence. Continuing to improve on best practice needs to be informed by the latest developments in research.
















Reference List
Ashcroft, R. T., & Bevir, M. (2017) ‘Multiculturalism in contemporary britain: policy, law and theory’, Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 21(1), pp. 1–21. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2017.1398443
Baker, C. and Wright, W.E. (2021) Foundations of bilingual education and bilingualism. 7th edn. Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 
Bower, V. (2018) ‘Responding to linguistic diversity’, in Cremin, C. and Burnett, C. (eds) Learning to teach in the primary school. Oxford: Routledge, pp. 363 – 376.
Dai, S., Hao, T., Ardasheva, Y., Ramazan, O., Danielson, R.W. and Austin, B. (2023) ‘PISA reading achievement: Identifying predictors and examining model generalizability for multilingual students’, Reading and Writing, 36(10), pp.2763-2795. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-022-10357-4
Devarakonda, C. (2021) Promoting inclusion and diversity in early years settings: a professional guide to ethnicity, religion, culture and language. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.   
 Filippi, R., Ceccolini, A., Perry, R.C. and Thomas, M.S. (2025) ‘The impact of multilingualism and socio-economic status on academic performance: evidence from the SCAMP and the national pupil databases’, International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 28(1), pp.53-72. Available at:https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2024.2397445

Fürst, G. and Grin, F. (2021) ‘Multicultural experience and multilingualism as predictors of creativity’, International Journal of Bilingualism, 25(5), pp.1486-1494. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/13670069211019468
Grigg, R. (2015) Becoming an Outstanding Primary School Teacher. 2nd edn. Oxford: Routledge.
Hamilton, P. (2013) ‘Including migrant worker children in the learning and social context of the rural primary school’, Education 3-13, 41(2), pp. 202–217. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2011.569737
Huang, B. (2021) ‘Bilingualism, Cognition and the Brain’, in Baker, C and Wright, W. (eds) Foundations of bilingual education and bilingualism. Bristol: Blue Ridge Summit, pp. 142 – 167. 
Ibbotson, P. (2022) Language acquisition: the basics. London: Routledge. 
Kalogirou, K., Beauchamp, G. and Whyte, S. (2019) ‘Vocabulary acquisition via drama: welsh as a second language in the primary school setting’, The Language Learning Journal, 47(3), pp.332-343. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/09571736.2017.1283351
Kubota, M., Chevalier, N. and Sorace, A. (2020) ‘How bilingual experience and executive control influence development in language control among bilingual children’, Developmental Science, 23(1) (May) article e12865. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12865
Lucarevschi, C, R. (2016) ‘The role of storytelling on language learning: a literature review’, Working Papers of the Linguistics Circle, 26(1), pp.24-44. 
Melby-Lervag, M. and Lervag, A. (2011) ‘Cross-linguistic transfer of oral language, decoding, phonological awareness and reading comprehension: a meta-analysis of the correlational evidence’, Journal of research in reading, 34(1), pp. 114–135. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9817.2010.01477.x 
Nation, I.S.P. (2011) ‘Research into practice: vocabulary’, Language Teaching, 44(4), pp.529-539. Available at:  https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444811000267
Paap, K. (2022) The bilingual advantage in executive functioning hypothesis: How the debate provides insight into psychology’s replication crisis. New York: Routledge. 
Parry, N.M. and Thomas, E.M. (2021) ‘Addressing teacher confidence as a barrier to bilingual classroom transmission practices in Wales’, in Talbot, K., Gruber, M and Nishida, R. (eds) The Psychological Experience of Integrating Content and Language. Bristol: Multilingual Matters, pp. 213 - 231
Piaget, J. (1952) The origins of intelligence in children. New York: International Universities Press. 
Pinter, A. (2022) Teaching young language learners. 2nd edn. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Råde, A. (2021) ‘Theories supporting the use of puppets as pedagogical tool with young children’, Universal Journal of Educational Research, 9(7), pp.1359-1368. Available at: https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2021.090702
Smalle, E.H. and Möttönen, R. (2023) ‘Cognitive development as a piece of the language learning puzzle’, Cognitive Science, 47(5), (May) article e13296. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/cogs.13296
Smidt, S. (2016) Multilingualism in the early years: extending the limits of our world. 1st edn. Oxford: Routledge.
Tatlow- Golden, M. (2023) ‘The psychology of childhood and youth’, in Cooper, V. and Tatlow- Golden, M. (eds) An introduction to childhood and youth studies and psychology. Oxford: Routledge, pp. 24-32.  
UNICEF (2024) UN convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC). Available at: https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/ (Accessed on: 28 March 2025).
Vygotsky, L.S. (1967) ‘Play and its role in the mental development of the child’, Soviet Psychology, 5(3), pp.6-18. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2753/RPO1061-040505036
Wasik, B.A. and Jacobi-Vessels, J.L. (2017) ‘Word play: scaffolding language development through child-directed play’, Early Childhood Education Journal, 45(6), pp. 769–776. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-016-0827-5
Welsh Government (2021) Demography and migration in wales (census 2021). Available at: https://www.gov.wales/demography-and-migration-wales-census-2021-html. (Accessed: 15 March 2025).
 Welsh Government (2024) Cymraeg 2050: welsh language strategy action plan 2024 to 2025. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/cymraeg-2050-welsh-language-strategy-action-plan-2024-2025-html. (Accessed: 28 March 2025).
Welsh Language Commissioner (2023) The welsh language in the additional learning needs system. Available at: https://www.welshlanguagecommissioner.wales/media/bqnppsy3/the-welsh-language-and-the-additional-learning-needs-system.pdf. (Accessed: 29 March 2025).


	
	
	



