Mia Louise Wiles
2306399
ECEY4004
Word count: 2323


Bilingualism & Multilingualism

Good morning and thank you very much for joining me. My name is Mia Wiles and my student number is 2306399. Today I will be discussing the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism on children’s holistic brain development and the effects of Welsh as an additional language. To begin I will be analysing the advantages of bilingualism and multilingualism. Additionally, I will review the effects of Welsh and English as additional languages. Subsequently, I will be discussing the effects of multilingualism on a child’s brain development, and its effects on divergent thinking. To conclude I will link my preceding points with early years frameworks and programmes in Wales. 

It is most important to consider that the term ‘bilingual’ possesses disparate notions to different people and that bilingualism in itself ranges from a minimal proficiency in two languages, progressing then towards an advanced level of proficiency in three or more languages (Maftoon and Shakibafar, 2011). NALDIC (2011) claims that bilingualism allows individuals to function as native speakers of two languages, with their ability to communicate and converse orally. One must consider that individual children attain bilingualism in dissimilar means. According to Devarakonda (2013), simultaneous bilingualism occurs when a child acquires both languages concurrently early in life and begins with the child combining both languages. Furthermore, the individual will then differentiate and group words from each language, subsequently, one language will become dominant over the other and becomes the language most frequently used to communicate. In addition to this a child may also acquire a second language through means of sequential bilingualism, as Baker (2011) maintains that during this process of language acquisition, the child initially acquires the first language, also known as their ‘mother tongue’ in the home environment at an early age (Sun, 2019) and later requires and becomes proficient in a second language later in life. Baker (2014) further argues how codeswitching; where a child would use both languages in conjunction with each other is a valuable linguistic skill. However, this opposes the approach by Lightbown and Spada (2013) which suggests that a bilingual individual is far more presumed to develop a minor language delay in view of the reason that they have been placed within a Welsh-medium learning environment, and therefore are learning to comprehend two languages at once, which Bright and Filippi (2019) claim results in a delay of language acquisition. Occurring usually in schools and early years settings in South Wales, where the majority of inhabitants of the local areas are English speakers and moreover monolinguals who decide to place their children within a Welsh medium educational environment (Bellin, et al., 2008). Chen and Padilla (2019) argue that bilingualism can be classified into various forms, for instance, bilingualism as classified according to degree, such as, limited, partial, proficient, and fluent. Moreover, the sequence of language acquisition has to be considered, whether an individual has acquired their second language simultaneously or sequentially, subsequently, this idea of disparate classifications of bilingualism supports the notion proposed by Maftoon and Shakibafar (2011). 

Cenoz (2013) defines the term multilingual as an individual who is proficient in three or more languages with its occurrence frequent and natural and states how multilingual individuals have the propensity to be orally fluent as opposed to being literarily fluent. Multilingualism initially became eminent during the period of colonisation during the 15th and 16th centuries, where the European languages and customs were strictly enforced, whereas in recent years migration has participated in the expanse of languages spoken in different countries around the world (Mufwene, 2002). The proclivity to view one language as superior and more powerful as well as educations role in constraining to teaching colonial European languages whilst discouraging, as it was implied that mother tongues held individuals behind has resulted in the decline of the use of minority languages and mother tongues (Yildiz, 2012). At present in early years educational settings situated within a local area where there is a minority language present, practitioners promote and teach both languages in parallel (Shwartz and Palviainen, 2018). Consequently, according to Haukås, Storto, and Tiurikova (2022) there is an abundance of benefits that a multilingual individual possesses, amongst these are the cultural advantages, where the individual has increased social competency and linguistic diversity as they are capable of communicating with many different people including family, the wider community, early years setting staff, and future employment. This correlates with D.W Winnicot’s theory; highlighting the importance of relationships and interactions which support a child to identify who they are (Tortora, 2015), whilst also supporting Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, where it is stated that language is a significant cultural tool and how children learn about who they are, what’s important to them, and their cultural traditions as the world that children inhabit is shaped by family, community, and culture (Goodman and Goodman, 2013). Moreover, Dewey’s theory also correlates with the importance of interaction as he states that it is particularly when a child learns best in respect of a relational aspect of learning (Sikandar, 2015). Furthermore, there are additional cognitive advantages that multilingual individuals obtain including a significant augment in communication sensitivity, abstract reasoning, and verbal intelligence, which Ivanova and Sidorova (2020) state that individuals of the faculty of additional languages maintain a foremost level of social and psychological adaptation.

Ofsted (2013) maintain that an individual whose first language is not English but may already be fluent in other languages or dialects is considered a learner with English as an additional language, therefore, the term ‘English as a second language’ is inappropriate. Similarly, the Welsh Government (2014) argue that an individual whose first language is neither English nor Welsh, however is still pursuing a Welsh-medium education requires support to access the curriculum through the medium of Welsh. These individuals consist of learners who interact with their families at home in a different language, as a result of migration from a different country, which is relative to Article 30 of the UNCRC; where a child from a minority group has the right to enjoy one’s own culture and to use one’s own language (UNICEF, no date). Hoehne and Michalowski (2018) point out that these individuals may be delayed in learning their academic language in the learning environment. Moreover, this correlates with Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which states that language is a cultural tool used by individuals to acquire knowledge of themselves, their cultures, and traditions (Goodman and Goodman, 2013). 

Consequently, schools and education settings in Wales must ensure that learners make progress with the Welsh language by encouraging children to use their plurilingual expertise to value the ability to use a divergent language (Welsh Government, 2022). This reinforces Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development; where the adult acts as a ‘scaffolding’ to support children to therefore advance onto the next stage of development. The practitioner as a result must establish a trusting relationship with the individual to be aware of their current level of ability to ensure effective support (Zuckerman, 2014). Similar to Bruner’s theory of the 3 models of representation, where he emphasises the importance of the responsibility of the adult to introduce new content and learning at the appropriate time and to support the child to revisit past content to ensure understanding and not forcing the individual to progress beyond their current capabilities (Myers, 2021). According to the Children’s Commissioner Wales (2023), ALN provisions ought to reflect the needs of a bilingual nation and provide upon that basis, however, the majority of local authorities cannot proffer a Welsh-medium provision due to several perplexing intentions. This is supported by the Welsh Government (2014) who argue the absence of a standard WAL-specific assessment framework, therefore individuals who have ALN notwithstanding are within a Welsh-medium education are compelled to be assessed using an English-medium assessment framework.

Bruner’s theory of the Language Acquisition Support System; argues that young children have an inherent capability to learn and acquire languages. However, Bruner proceeds by stating that interactions with other individuals using that same language are crucial and are required for children to excel in their language abilities. Bruner continues by emphasising the importance of practitioners providing appropriate learning environments where there are continuous opportunities for children to acquire their ‘mother tongue’ (Richers, 1998). Bruner’s theory directly supports the theory of the Language Acquisition Device, a cognitive phenomenon by Noam Chomsky, where it is maintained that young individuals possess a hypothetical apparatus in the brain that bestows an innate capacity to acquire their first language (Barman, 2012). The theorist Eric Lenneberg believes that language is acquired by an individual at a critical period in life, which directly supports the Critical Age Hypothesis, where it is stated that there is indeed a period during development where native competence is attainable whilst concurrently acquiring a language, beginning in the early years and occurring until puberty (Rahman, et al., 2017).

The immersion method is a classification of language revitalisation and its main purpose is to increase the status of a minority language (Camilleri and King, 2003). Gorrara, et al. (2020) indicate that Wales is an example of best practice in using immersion methods in view of the fact that opportunities have been provided to individuals who do not have the chance to use the Welsh language at home, to learn and be taught alongside individuals that otherwise do have the opportunity to use Welsh at home. This relates to article 28 of the UNCRC; where children have the right to an appropriate education (UNICEF, no date). As a result, there has been a counterbalance in the decline of Welsh speakers and a foundation has been laid for a developing and inclusive idea of bilingualism (Gorrara, et al., 2020).

According to Schmid (2016) language attrition refers to the progressive loss of language as a result of lack of use by the individual, which habitually leads to difficulty recollecting common words and phrases. Consequently, attrition of language, especially a first language or ‘mother tongue’ may induce isolation for that individual (Simpson, 2014 and Schmitt and Sorokina, 2024). Hickey and de Mejia (2014) claim that a presentation of developmentally applicable activities and learning within early years immersion is exceedingly formidable in essential differentiation for a range of needs. Hickey and de Mejia continue by emphasising that practitioners cannot use a ‘one size fits all’ approach and the importance of being malleable during planning in order to adapt to different language proficiency levels and competencies. Consequently, an individual with an adept ability of language proficiency must receive enriched input and vocabulary development through the means of stories, songs, and role-playing tasks (Hickey and de Mejia, 2014).

The bilingual brain is linguistically proficient and competent (Blackburn, A., 2018), all the more, as Bosch and Sebastián-Gallés (2009) points out that newborns have the ability to differentiate between two languages, and therefore retain an increased amount of grey matter. The auditory cortex processes auditory information and transports messages and signals to Wernicke’s area (Friederici, Meyer, and von Cramon, 2000). Kuipers and Thierry (2015) express that maturation of the auditory cortex is associated with language acquisition, they argue that bilingual individuals therefore possess enhanced phonological awareness whilst also obtaining a greater ability to learn new phenomes. Individuals obtain language comprehension in the area of the brain called Wernicke’s area, this is also where language production and processing develop (DeWitt and Rauschecker, 2013). According to Hofmann (2020) increased connectivity appears in the brains of bilingual and multilingual individuals as a result of continuing utilisation and management of two or more spoken languages. Hofmann continues by stating the role of Broca’s area which is the destination for information that has travelled from Wernicke’s area. Broca’s area is where an individual’s speech production and articulation is developed and construct one’s capability to articulate notions, whilst also enhancing the ability to accurately utilise words orally and in written language. Papoutsi, et al. (2009) maintain this by expressing the cruciality of Broca’s area in the development of language acquisition. Speech production and perception are constructed in the motor cortex of the brain (Kumar, Croxson, and Simonyan, 2016). Treutler and Soros (2021) claim that the production and capacity of a second language increases activity in the motor cortex. Contrariwise, Thomas (2018) believes that the brain of a bilingual individual is working strenuous amounts in order to divert from one language to the other and therefore will be required to illude both languages all whilst concurrently ignoring one language when using the other.

Hoffman and Russ (2012) argue that play facilitates the development of divergent thinking competence as the cognitive processes required during play encompass divergent thinking. Hoffman and Russ continue by stating that children who exhibit increased imagination during pretend and imaginary play possess greater divergent thinking capabilities. Guilford (1967) supports this as he states the myriad of properties of divergent thinking. Amongst these properties is fluency, thus the ability to produce a rapid number of ideas and solutions to a number of challenging obstacles. In addition, there is flexibility, which is the capacity to consider a variety of approaches to a problem simultaneously. Guilford continues by expressing the importance of elaboration, meaning that an individual has the propensity to consider and evaluate details of an idea and then proceed to conduct said idea. Lastly, there is originality, which is the tendency to produce ideas disparate from those of others. Kharkhurin, Koncha, and Charkhabi (2022) suggest that language capability was found to establish the association between intercultural interaction and fluency, flexibility and originality in divergent thinking, emphasising the importance of language to individual creativity.

Since the revolutionary radio speech ‘The Fate of the Language’ by John Saunders Lewis in 1962, where he predicted the extinction of the Welsh language (Carradice, 2012), there has been a myriad of changes to policies and legislations developed in order to support the continuation of the Welsh language since devolution. An infamous change in legislation was the development of the Curriculum Cymreig; which is a secure national curriculum that reflects and emphasises the importance of culture, language, history, and traditions that has contributed to the development of Wales (Welsh Government, 2013). The Welsh Language Measure 2011 is a policy that officially confirmed the status of the Welsh language, as a result, this movement created rights for the Welsh people whilst also establishing a Welsh Language Commissioner. Eva Gruffudd Jones currently holds this 7-year-long post in which she influences current policies to further develop the Welsh language, the Welsh Language Commissioner also has the responsibility to ensure public bodies comply with current Welsh language Standards, whilst also facilitating the use of Welsh within businesses and charities (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2024).

I would like to thank you again for joining me today and I would greatly accept any questions you have.
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