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a b s t r a c t 

Language acquisition and social competencies are crucial for early childhood development. The present study 
investigated the associations between societal expressive and receptive language skills and social competence 
among 167 single language learning (SLL) and 76 dual language learning (DLL) children aged 33–66-months. In 
addition, DLLs heritage expressive and receptive language skills were also examined. Ratings of social competence 
from early education professionals in a societal setting were obtained. The results of structural equation modeling 
revealed that social competence was positively related to expressive language skills among SLLs and receptive 
societal language skills among DLLs. Among DLLs, neither expressive nor receptive language skills in the heritage 
language were significantly associated with social competence, but the association between receptive skills in the 
societal language and social competence remained significant when both heritage and societal languages were 
considered in the same model. These findings highlight the importance of language skills and their promotion 
for positive social behaviors among young children. 
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. Introduction 

Early childhood represents an important period for the development
f language and social competence, which develop in tandem with one
nother ( Barnett et al., 2012 ). Language provides the tools for social
nteractions and is essential for the development of social competence
 Gallagher, 1993 ). In support of this view, research has shown a posi-
ive association between language ability and social competence, sug-
esting that better language abilities may facilitate social competence
 Gertner et al., 1994 ; Longobardi et al., 2016 ; Longoria et al., 2008 ;
cCabe & Meller, 2004 ). Consequently, deficits in language develop-
ent may lead to communication problems and thus to social problems,

imiting further opportunities for valuable social interactions and lead-
ng to the potential exclusion by peers ( Girard et al., 2016 ; McCabe &
eller, 2004 ). 

Children have varying levels of language competence by the time
f school entry ( Klein & Becker, 2017 ). This is especially true among
ual language learners (DLLs), who are usually exposed to the ma-
ority language of the country in which they live (societal language)
nd a family’s heritage language. DLLs tend to demonstrate lower so-
ietal language skills than their single language learning (SLL) peers,
esulting in poorer academic outcomes and greater risk for social prob-
ems ( Hoff, 2018 ; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
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E-mail address: ankica.jurkic@unibe.ch (A. Jurkic) . 

ttps://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2023.02.003 
eceived 15 July 2022; Received in revised form 30 January 2023; Accepted 9 Febru
885-2006/© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access a
ent [OECD], 2016 ; Rice et al., 1991 ). Although language competence
as been shown to be a critical contributor to SLLs’ social development,
till little is known about how skills in either the societal or heritage
anguage of DLLs relates to social competence ( Castro, 2014 ). 

Extant research examining this association in SLLs and DLLs leaves
everal questions unsettled. Thus far, most studies have investigated ei-
her the ability to understand language (receptive language) or the abil-
ty to produce language (expressive language) independently. However,
kills in just one of these modalities cannot be used to infer broader abil-
ties, as the two modalities involve different processes that encompass
ifferent skills ( McLaughlin, 2006 ; Rose et al., 2018 ). Only a few stud-
es have examined the separate influence of expressive and receptive
anguage skills on social competence simultaneously (e.g., Ertanir et al.,
020 ), so that the discrete impact on social competence remains unin-
estigated ( Rose et al., 2018 ). This is an important endeavor given that
xpressive and receptive language follow different developmental tra-
ectories. Receptive language develops earlier than expressive language
nd plays a significant role for its development ( Gibson et al., 2014 ;
cLaughlin, 2006 ). As such, young children often understand more than

hey can produce ( Bockmann et al., 2020 ). This gap between receptive
nd expressive language skills is even more pronounced in DLLs com-
ared to SLLs ( Yan & Nicoladis, 2009 ). Further, DLLs’ language profi-
iency is often assessed solely in either the societal or heritage language,
ary 2023 
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hich reflects only part of their abilities ( Castro, 2014 ). The present
tudy sought to help fill this research gap by investigating expressive
nd receptive language skills as comparable predictors of SLLs’ and DLLs’
ocial competence, while also considering DLLs’ heritage language. 

.1. Language skills and social competence 

Social competence is a broad term that does not have a uni-
ersally accepted definition ( Gallagher, 1993 ). According to Rose-
rasnor (1997) , social competence can be defined as effectiveness in in-

eraction , conceptualized as the result of organized behaviors that meet
hort- and long-term developmental needs. For preschoolers, this means
rganizing socially competent behaviors in order to form and maintain
ositive peer relationships, which is a crucial developmental task at this
ge ( Denham et al., 2003 ). Furthermore, social competence is viewed as
 transactional process in which a child’s skills and abilities interact with
he environment ( Rose-Krasnor, 1997 ). The effectiveness of a child’s
nteractions depends largely on the context in which the interactions
ake place and the child’s understanding of that context. This means
hat competent social behavior may look different depending upon the
emands and conditions of the social context. Children must under-
tand what is appropriate within a specific context but also what is not
 Sheridan et al., 1999 ). During the period of school entry, meeting these
emands can be challenging, as preschool and kindergarten classrooms
ften represent a new social context, where children must learn to inter-
ct appropriately and effectively with same-aged peers in a larger group
etting, far from the protected family environment ( DiDonato, 2014 ).
ere, language is the most important means of succeeding in this task

ince it is through language that people make interpersonal contact and
uild relationships ( Gallagher, 1993 ). Accordingly, most definitions of
ocial competence include communicative skills as a necessary compo-
ent ( Gallagher, 1993 ; McCabe & Meller, 2004 ; Rose et al., 2018 ). 

Language skills are often conceptualized into two domains, recep-
ive skills and expressive skills. Both receptive and expressive language
kills enable the child to understand and respond appropriately to oth-
rs in order to establish positive and reciprocal relationships and act
ocially competent. Through receptive language, for instance, children
re able to understand and infer the meaning of verbal information,
hich can improve their social skills and thus lead to more meaning-

ul interactions ( Gallagher, 1993 ; Rose et al., 2018 ). These interactions
ubsequently provide more opportunities to learn about others’ perspec-
ives and to experience positive exchanges, leading to better social un-
erstanding. As a result, children are more likely to be liked by their
eers and, therefore, gain even more positive and frequent interactions
ith others ( Girard et al., 2016 ). In addition, strong expressive language

ompetencies can also inhibit social difficulties. The ability to express
houghts and needs in social interactions counteracts misunderstandings
ith peers and caregivers, reducing frustration and conflict and increas-

ng social interactions. As a result, children with greater expressive lan-
uage skills may be more liked by their peers, whereas children with
oorer expressive language skills are more likely to be ignored by their
eers. When children perceive this rejection, they may consequently
ithdraw further from peers and rely even more heavily on adults, who
re better able to deal with their language difficulties ( Gertner et al.,
994 ). However, this compensatory strategy leads to children being
een as less socially competent ( Rice, 1993 ). Several studies examin-
ng children with language impairment, who experience similar social
roblems as DLLs, demonstrate that they are less responsive, less well-
ntegrated in the classroom context, and less popular and that they show
ifficulties with social tasks, such as initiating and maintaining conver-
ations, compared to typically developing children ( Gertner et al., 1994 ;
ice et al., 1991 ; von Grünigen et al., 2009 ). In sum, stronger language
kills lead to more social encounters with peers, consequently increas-
ng children’s opportunities to develop and practice language and social
kills ( Girard et al., 2016 ). 
73 
Given its mutual interdependence with language, social competence
eeds to be conceptualized in the context of language, and language
eeds to be viewed within the social context ( Gallagher, 1993 ). This
s in line with sociocultural theory ( Vygotsky, 1978 ), which states that
anguage development goes along with social development and occurs
ithin a specific social and cultural context ( Garton, 1992 ). As such,

anguage acts as a social tool that is acquired only through interaction
ith others and may facilitate social competence ( Barnett et al., 2012 ;
cCabe & Meller, 2004 ; Tomasello, 1992 ). 

Among SLLs, empirical research has highlighted the importance of
eceptive and expressive language for social outcomes, although re-
ults remain mixed. In examining receptive language and social accep-
ance in SLLs of preschool age, Gertner et al. (1994) found that re-
eptive language skills were the best predictor of children’s social ac-
eptance, measured by peer nominations. Children who had higher re-
eptive skills were more socially accepted than those with lower re-
eptive skills. Menting et al. (2011) reported similar results when ex-
mining receptive language and externalizing behavior. Children who
ad difficulty understanding verbal information tended to have more
roblems with peers and were more likely to develop externalizing be-
avior. Focusing on expressive language, Girard et al. (2016) showed
hat better expressive language ability at the age of three years led to
n increase in prosocial behavior by the age of five. Other studies, us-
ng composite scores of expressive and receptive skills or a standard-
zed test of general language development including both expressive
nd receptive skills, show similar findings for lower overall language
kills, which are associated with disruptive behavior, poor peer rela-
ionships ( Stowe et al., 2000 ), and less prosocial behavior ( Cassidy et al.,
003 ) in preschoolers. Longoria et al. (2008) further found that recep-
ive and expressive language skills were each positively associated with
eachers’ rating of children’s social competence, suggesting that the two
odalities are both comparable predictors. Contrarily, in a longitudi-
al study, Barnett et al. (2012) found no associations between expres-
ive or receptive language and social competence. The association be-
ween language and social competence is even less clear among DLLs, as
here is currently a paucity of research on this relationship in this group
 Halle et al., 2014 ). 

.2. Dual language learners 

The number of children growing up in bilingual environments
as not only increased in Switzerland and Germany in recent years
ut also worldwide ( Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020 ;
undesamt für Statistik [BFS], 2021a ; Hoff, 2018 ). By definition, dual

anguage learners are children who are regularly exposed to, under-
tand, and/or can produce one (or more) language(s) at a basic level of
unctional proficiency or use ( Castro, 2014 ). Many dual language learn-
ng children in Switzerland and Germany do not experience their first
egular contact with the societal language until preschool or kinder-
arten ( Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020 ; Keller et al.,
016 ). One aim of these childcare settings is to provide children with a
avourable start at school, which includes the acquisition of sufficient so-
ietal language skills ( Klein & Becker, 2017 ). However, as they transition
rom their home environment to an often linguistically new preschool
r kindergarten setting, DLLs are faced with challenging tasks. Not only
re they confronted with a different language, they are also under great
ressure to speak the societal language and negotiate social situations
espite their limited abilities in the societal language ( Castro, 2014 ;
on Grünigen et al., 2012 ; von Grünigen et al., 2009 ; Winsler, Burchi-
al, et al., 2014 ). Since acceptance of a social group depends on speak-
ng its language, children who do not know how to use a language in
 conventional and socially adjusted way are at the risk of being ig-
ored or even excluded from interactions with their peers ( Rice, 1993 ;
abors, 2008 ). Therefore, competence in the societal language may be
articularly important for positive peer relationships and prosocial be-
aviors ( von Grünigen et al., 2009 ). 
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.3. Language skills and social competence in DLLs 

In comparison to SLLs, only a few studies have investigated the re-
ationship between language and social competence in young DLLs. For
nstance, a Swiss longitudinal study found that language problems were
ssociated with less prosocial behavior and greater withdrawn tenden-
ies. This study also revealed not only that DLL preschoolers had lower
ocietal expressive and receptive language skills but also that they were
wice as likely as SLLs to be victimized and less accepted by their peers
 von Grünigen et al., 2012 ). This indicates that even preschoolers are,
o some extent, aware of other children’s communication skills, and this
warenessmay influence their decisions about who they choose to speak
o. Rice et al. (1991) , for example, demonstrated that children with typ-
cal receptive and expressive language development were more likely
o choose other children with typically developed language skills as
onversation partners. Contrarily, children learning English as a sec-
nd language were least likely to initiate interactions and least likely
o be selected as conversation partners, even when children with lan-
uage impairment were included in the available social pool. The effect
f this peer-selection pattern may have snowballing effects for DLLs. If
LLs have fewer interactions with SLLs, they will gain less experience
ith the societal language, which they need to initiate conversations
nd connect with others or be seen as more desirable social partners
 Winsler, Kim, et al., 2014 ). Interestingly, Ertanir et al. (2020) reported
hat DLL children who showed higher receptive and expressive skills in
he societal language were rated more socially competent by teachers.
imilarly, in a study comparing English monolinguals, English-dominant
ilinguals, fluent bilinguals, non-English-dominant bilinguals, and non-
nglish monolinguals, Han (2010) found that non-English monolin-
ual children received the lowest teacher ratings and observational
cores on interpersonal skills (e.g. comforting and helping children).
an (2010) explains this finding with children’s lack of English profi-
iency, assuming that the ability to speak and understand two languages
an promote communication with peers and teachers, making children
eel more comfortable and accepted at school. 

Although these studies suggest that a relationship between language
nd social competence also exists for DLLs, the current work on language
nd social competence among DLLs leave much unexplored, particu-
arly with respect to the examination of heritage and societal languages
ogether. Several studies have shown that DLLs develop two distinct
anguage systems for each language, which can interact and influence
ach other ( Kupisch, 2007 ; Meisel, 2000 ; Winsler et al., 2014 ). Heritage
anguage skills may also directly benefit social processes. For example,
LLs may apply practiced communication strategies (e.g. pragmatics)

n their heritage language to the societal language ( Albers, 2013 ). In
ddition, DLLs may use certain aspects (e.g., vocabulary) of their her-
tage language knowledge to learn and understand the societal language
 Ordoñez et al., 2002 ). However, findings regarding cross-linguistic
ransfer are inconsistent depending on the aspects under investigation
 Verhoeven, 1994 ) and scarce for DLL preschool children. In addition,
he extent of cross-linguistic transfer might depend on the context in
hich the languages are learned, heritage language proficiency, and the

tructural similarity of the two languages ( Yang et al., 2017 ). 
Strong skills in the heritage language are not only advantageous for

he acquisition of the societal language; they may also enable children to
xperience positive interactions and develop social skills within the fam-
ly or other social contexts where the heritage language is spoken. These
kills can in turn be transferred to the classroom ( Collins et al., 2011 ). In
upport, DeFeyter and Winsler (2009) showed that children’s heritage
anguage was associated with preschool social competence, although
ocietal language was not considered. Some research also indicates that
oth better societal and heritage language skills among DLLs are asso-
iated with better social competence, even though research is limited.
or example, in their study with Chinese American children in first or
econd grade, Chen et al. (2013) reported that overall heritage and soci-
tal language were related to teachers’ rating of social competence. The
74 
xperience of interacting socially with two languages may also confer a
enefit to DLLs. Indeed, there is some research, including the paper by
eFeyter and Winsler (2009) that suggests that DLLs demonstrate so-
ial advantages compared to SLLs, although findings across studies are
nconsistent (for a review, see Halle et al., 2014 ). 

.4. The present study 

The present study investigated the possible association between lan-
uage skills and social competence in SLL and DLL children of preschool
nd kindergarten age. Expressive and receptive language skills were
xamined separately as distinct modalities of language competence
 McLaughlin, 2006 ). It is important to jointly investigate these two
odalities within the same model as they are correlated constructs and

ogether form the resources that children need for successful communi-
ation. As the mechanisms by which each modality can influence social
unctioning may differ, we investigate their effects separately within the
ame model. 

Mixed findings between language and social competencies have been
ocumented primarily among SLLs, and there is still limited research
mong DLLs ( Ertanir et al., 2020 ; Halle et al., 2014 ). It is therefore our
ain goal to further our understanding of the relationship between lan-

uage skills and social competence of single and dual language learning
reschool- and kindergarten-age children. Based on the empirical evi-
ence that children’s ability both to understand what is communicated
o them and to express themselves linguistically is important, we hy-
othesize that receptive and expressive language skills will both be re-
ated to SLLs’ and DLLs’ social competence. Indeed, both expressive and
eceptive skills should greatly help children navigate social interactions
n early education contexts. 

Given the limited research examining heritage language in relation
o social competence as well as the possible cross-over role of heritage
anguage in social competence, it is cautiously hypothesized that her-
tage language will be positively associated with social competence.
owever, since we are considering social competence within the context
f early education, where the societal language is spoken, we hypoth-
size that the societal language takes a precedence over the heritage
anguage and posit that societal language will be more important than
he heritage language with respect to social competence rated by early
ducation professionals. 

. Material and methods 

.1. Participants 

The data used for the present study were collected as part of the in-
ernational and interdisciplinary longitudinal study, “Cross-national in-
erdisciplinary study on child development in linguistically-diverse en-
ironments (CROCODILE), ” funded by the Swiss National Science Foun-
ation. The study is conducted in Switzerland and Germany and aims to
rack young SLLs’ and DLLs’ linguistic, socio-emotional and metacogni-
ive development in the social context. Families were recruited via child-
are facilities, media, advertisement, and public institutions (including
ocal governments). After registration, telephone interviews with par-
nts were conducted to ensure that inclusion criteria for participation
ere met. Language background was assessed by asking the parents how
ften the children used one of the targeted languages in three main
ocial settings: at home/in their neighborhood and in early education
ettings. Societal languages included High-German, Swiss-German, and
rench, although, in the present study, High- and Swiss-German were
ompiled. Turkish and Italian were selected as targeted heritage lan-
uages given the high proportion of Turkish and Italian families at the
espective testing locations in Switzerland and Germany ( Bundesamt für
tatistik [BFS], 2021b ; Zensus, 2011 ). Children who were exposed to
urkish or Italian at home for more than eight hours per week (i.e., es-
imated to be approximately 10% of awake time at this age) for more



A. Jurkic, S.E. Halliday and T. Hascher Early Childhood Research Quarterly 64 (2023) 72–83 

t  

g  

p  

l  

u  

t  

i  

o  

a
 

p  

s  

m  

l  

(  

g  

h  

P  

(  

o  

r  

p
 

f  

p  

a  

c  

t  

a  

m  

o  

a  

i  

r  

r  

T  

s  

f  

(  

r

2

 

d  

a  

(  

s  

g  

l  

r  

l
 

a  

c  

w
 

e  

c  

a  

p  

q  

t  

p  

r

2

2
 

s  

a  

l  

g  

t
 

c  

W  

p  

f  

K  

t  

i  

C  

t
 

t  

a  

i  

c  

t  

t  

c  

c  

n  

𝛼  

o  

i
 

t  

i  

t  

s  

(
 

P  

t  

w  

h  

m  

2  

t  

K  

c  

i  

𝛼  

o  

i
 

i  

p  

d  

f  

F  

h  

t  

T  

(  

d  

o
 

c  
han three months and who additionally spoke one of the societal lan-
uages were selectively recruited for the DLL sample. Based on the
arental information and the length of time the child was in a societal
anguage-based early education setting, the percentage of time the child
sed each language was then determined. Children who were exposed
o more than two languages were excluded from the study. DLL children
n the present study were exposed to the societal language on average
f 37.96 h/week ( SD = 15.84 h/week) and to the heritage language on
verage of 32.46 h/week ( SD = 15.86 h/week). 

Being part of a longitudinal project, this study focused on a subsam-
le of SLLs and DLLs who were enrolled in childcare. For the current
tudy, data were collected from 243 children (50.2% girls) aged 33–66
onths ( M = 48.75, SD = 7.75). The sample consisted of 167 single

anguage learners (49.7% girls), speaking either Swiss or High German
 n = 120) or French ( n = 47), and 76 dual language learners (51.3%
irls), growing up with either Italian ( n = 34) or Turkish ( n = 42) at
ome and High-German, Swiss-German, or French outside the home.
articipants were born in Switzerland (71.2%), Germany (4.9%), Italy
0.8%) and Turkey (1.2%), although information was missing for 21.8%
f the children. Mothers with a university degree were slightly overrep-
esented at 64.7% for SLLs and 39.5% for DLLs. Questionnaires from
arents for 204 children were returned. 

All children were enrolled in childcare. One hundred and twenty-
our children ( M ageMonths = 45.64) attended a private and independent
reschool facility and thirty-six children ( M ageMonths = 45.86) attended
 playgroup. Playgroups are similar to preschools but usually care for
hildren on fewer days (2–4 days per week) and for shorter periods of
ime (2–4 h per day). Eighty-two children ( M ageMonths = 54.63) attended
 public kindergarten, run by the local school system. One child (39
onths) attended an accredited home-based daycare. The children in

ur study attended childcare for 16.80 h/week ( SD = 9.56), on aver-
ge. The societal language (i.e., German or French) was the language of
nstruction at all care facilities, but the majority (93.0%) reported en-
olling multilingual children with various language backgrounds (3.7%
eported enrolling SLLs only and 3.3% failed to report this information).
he majority of early education professionals provided questionnaire re-
ponses for only one child (86.4%), whereas 13.6% provided responses
or two or more children. The professionals participating in the study
 N = 210) reported having an average of 14 years of professional expe-
ience ( SD = 10.0). 

.2. Procedure 

Children were tested on two separate days for up to two hours each
ay at either the university labs, childcare facilities, or families’ homes,
ccording to the parents’ preference. Children were tested by native
bilingual) speakers. SLLs’ receptive and expressive language was as-
essed in the societal language, which also represents their heritage lan-
uage. DLLs completed the language tests first in the more proficient
anguage (either heritage or societal), which was determined by parent-
eport during the telephone interview, and second in the less proficient
anguage. 

Each testing day started with warm-up conversation or play before
ssessments, which consisted of a mixture of computerized and non-
omputerized tests. To keep the tasks as attractive as possible, the tasks
ere presented within a framework of a treasure hunt game. 

In addition to the child assessments, questionnaires were sent to par-
nts and early education professionals regarding the home/childcare
ontext and children’s social-emotional, behavioral, and linguistic char-
cteristic. Questionnaires were completed primarily online but paper-
encil versions were available on request. Early education professionals’
uestionnaires were available in French or German, and parent ques-
ionnaires were available in French, German, Turkish, and Italian. Both
arents and educators who participated in the study received a small
eimbursement for expenses. 
75 
.3. Measures 

.3.1. Language skills 
Both expressive and receptive language skills were assessed. Expres-

ive language skills were measured by children’s expressive vocabulary,
nd receptive language was measured by children’s receptive vocabu-
ary and sentence comprehension. SLLs were tested in the societal lan-
uage only, whereas DLLs were tested in both the societal language and
heir heritage language. 

Expressive Language. Expressive language was assessed through
hildren’s expressive vocabulary, measured using a Picture Naming Test.
ithin this task, children had to name pictures of items that were

resented on screen (e.g., a bat). The original German items derived
rom the German assessment tool Aktiver Wortschatz für 3-bis 5-jährige
inder (AWST-R, Kiese-Himmel, 2005 ), the French items derived from

he évaluation du langage oral tool (ELO, Khomsi, 2001 ), the Ital-
an from the Test neuropsicologio lessicale per l’età evolutive (TNL,
ossu, 2013 ), and the Turkish from the Turkish Expressive and Recep-
ive Language Test (TIFALDI, Berument & Güven, 2013 ). 

Children’s expressive responses were coded by research assis-
ants according to standardized coding instructions during the test-
dministration. All research assistants received multiple trainings dur-
ng which the tasks and the instructions were played through and dis-
ussed. Furthermore, supervisors were present for approximately two
est sessions to ensure that the tasks were completed according to
he manual. The agreement of the response codes of two independent
oders on 10% of the sample was examined. At the item level, ex-
ellent agreement values were found as tested ( Mk = .88). The inter-
al consistency of the 16 routing items ( 𝛼Routing societal language = .79;

Routing heritage language = .69) and the standardized factor loadings of the
verall test (overall societal language 𝜆 = .50; overall heritage language 𝜆 = .79)
ndicate a satisfactory reliability of the language tests. 

Receptive Language. Both receptive vocabulary and receptive sen-
ence comprehension were tested to obtain a general mean compos-
te measure of receptive language skills, calculated as the mean of the
wo individual scores (for SLLs: 𝛼 = .72). For DLLs, mean composite
cores were calculated separately for the societal and heritage languages
 𝛼societal receptive composite = .89; 𝛼heritage receptive composite = .85). 

Receptive Vocabulary. Receptive vocabulary was measured by the
eabody Picture Vocabulary Test. The children needed to point to
he picture item (out of an array of four images) that corresponded
ith the visual representation of the word spoken on the screen (e.g.,
oof). The German and Italian items were based on the original Ger-
an and Italian Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT, Lenhard et al.,
015 ; Stella et al., 2000 ). The French test derived from the Bat-
erie informatisée du langage oral pour cycle 2 (BILO-2, Khomsi &
homsi, 2007 ), and the Turkish from the Turkish Expressive and Re-
eptive Language Test tool (TIFALDI, Berument & Güven, 2013 ). The
nternal consistency of the 16 routing items ( 𝛼Routing societal language = .78;

Routing heritage language = .68) and the standardized factor loadings of the
verall test (overall societal language 𝜆 = .58; overall heritage language 𝜆 = .60)
ndicate satisfactory reliability. 

Sentence Comprehension . Sentence comprehension was assessed us-
ng a Picture-Choice Task, wherein the child had to select an appro-
riate picture (out of four) based on a spoken sentence (e.g., Chil-
ren are not running). The original German and Italian items derived
rom the Test of Reception of Grammar (TROG-2, Bishop et al., 2009 ;
ox, 2006 ), the French from the L’É.CO.S.SE une épreuve de compre-
ension syntaxico-sémantique ( Lecocq, 1998 ), and the Turkish from
he assessment tool Turkish Early Language Development Test (TEDIL,
opbas & Güven, 2011 ). The internal consistency of the 16 routing items
 𝛼Routing societal language = .72; 𝛼Routing heritage language = .67) and the stan-
ardized factor loadings of the overall test (overall societal language 𝜆 = .60;
verall heritage language 𝜆 = .56) indicate satisfactory reliability. 

Scaling and linguistic parallelization. All language tests were
omposed based on or adapted from existing standardized language test
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tems and optimized so that the four languages studied could be assessed
ith the same or highly similar linguistic content and a high level of

onsistency, reliability, and difficulty. There was no simple translation
etween the heritage languages and the societal languages, but a par-
llel construction of linguistic twin items with analogous semantic and
yntactic properties and a similar frequency of use. Original items of
he standardized language tests within each language were translated
etween the two societal languages German and French and between
he two heritage languages Italian and Turkish. Turkish and Italian items
ere constructed as twin items for the societal language tests and French
nd German items were constructed as twin items for the heritage lan-
uage tests. These twin items were not only semantically and syntacti-
ally aligned with the original items. A standardized language corpus
e.g. for German, Corpora Collection Leipzig, 2011 ) was used to ensure
hat the original and twin items had approximately the same frequency
f occurrence within the respective languages. For example, the twin
tem pinna (Italian) / yüzgec (Turkish) meaning fin was used for the Ger-
an/French item Huf/sabot meaning hoof. In this example, the origi-
al item was the item Huf from a standardized German language test.
he resulting complete language tests consisted of 32 items each with a
uarter of the items in one language deriving from established language
ssessment tools. Another quarter represented translation equivalents
ithin the societal or heritage language. Finally, the last half consisted
f the new twin items that had been created from the respective other
eritage or societal language. 

All language tasks were computerized and administered with the re-
earch assistant sitting next to the child so that the computer screen was
isible for both. The tests began with two easy practice items to ensure
roper understanding of instructions (e.g. for vocabulary expressive the
icture of a jacket was shown) and then followed an adaptive testing
rocedure based on children’s response accuracy in a routing test with
6 items in a medium difficulty range ( Lord, 1971 ). Children who failed
he routing set were assigned to eight easier items, and children who
uccessfully answered most routing items were assigned to eight more
ifficult items. The factor values were estimated for the total sample of
hildren in the project with language scores ( Schächinger Tenés et al., in
ress; Segerer et al., 2021 ), not only for the current subsample for whom
ata on childcare attendance was available. For each language subtest,
nidimensional measurement models were tested for configural, metric
nd scalar invariance in a multigroup confirmatory analysis for cate-
orical variables, which corresponds to a two-parameter item response
odel ( Estabrook & Neale, 2013 ). Invariance of societal-language item
arameters were compared in four different groups: DLLs with Italian
 n = 72) as a heritage language, DLLs with Turkish ( n = 74) as a heritage
anguage, SLLs speaking German ( n = 161), and SLLs speaking French
 n = 67). Invariance of heritage-language item parameters was tested
cross 146 DLLs in two groups ( n Italian = 72; n Turkish = 74). First, factor
oadings and intercepts were estimated freely for each language group.
etric invariance was then tested, that is equality of the factor loadings

cross all language groups. In a final step, scalar invariance was tested by
onstraining the factor loadings and intercepts across groups. Items for
hich fixing the parameters on equality across groups led to a deteriora-

ion of the model fit were not used for the factor score estimation. This
igorous scaling approach was feasible due to the high number of items
nd was preferred over the partial invariance approach to minimize the
ikelihood of purely psychometrically based group differences. For the
ocietal language tests, factor score estimation was based on 28 of 32
eceptive vocabulary items, 18 of 32 productive vocabulary items, and
ll 32 sentence comprehension items. For the heritage-language scores
ll 32 receptive vocabulary items, 29 of 32 productive vocabulary items
nd all 32 sentence comprehension items were used for estimation. Fac-
or scores were estimated as expected a posteriori factor scores. 

.3.2. Social competence 
Social competence was measured by early education profession-

ls’ responses on the Prosocial Behavior subscale of the Strengths and
76 
ifficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, Goodman, 2001 ), the Early Prosocial
ehavior Questionnaire (EPBQ, Giner Torréns & Kärtner, 2017 ) and
he Social Interaction and Social Independence subscales of the Social
kills Scale of the Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scales (PKBS-2,
errell, 2002 ). The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire is a fre-

uently used behavioral screening questionnaire that measures proso-
ial behavior, among other behavioral aspects. The Prosocial Behavior
ubscale (e.g., “Considerate of other people’s feelings ”, 𝛼 = .78) con-
ained five items and was rated on a three-point Likert scale ranging
rom 0 (not true) to 2 (certainly true). The items of the Early Proso-
ial Behavior Questionnaire (e.g., “Shares things with others ”, 𝛼 = .91)
omprised of three domains of prosocial behavior (helping, comforting,
nd sharing), contained twelve items, and was rated on a four-point Lik-
rt scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost always). The Social
kills Scale (e.g., “Invites other children to play ”, 𝛼 = .89) includes items
f adaptive and positive behaviors that are likely to lead to positive per-
onal and social outcomes. The scale consisted of 18-items and was rated
n a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). 

.3.3. Control variables 
Non-verbal IQ scores were estimated using the Categories sub-

est of the revised Snijders-Oomen Nonverbal Intelligence Test (SON-
, Tellegen, Laros, & Petermann, 2007 ). The SON-R test (maximum
core = 15) is independent of the use of language and is espe-
ially suitable for the intelligence assessment of immigrant children
 Tellegen, Laros, & Petermann, 2007 ). 

Socio-economic status was assessed through maternal education. The
nternational Standard Classification of Education 2011 (ISCED-2011,
nited Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization [UN-
SCO], 2011 ) from 1 (no formal education) to 7 (university degree)
as used to classify mothers’ highest level of formal schooling and vo-

ational attainment in a consistent and comparable manner across sites.

.4. Statistical analyses 

For descriptive, correlative, and reliability data analyses, SPSS 28
 IBM, 2021 ) was used. All other analyses were conducted using Mplus
 ( Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017 ). For the current analyses, only chil-
ren who were enrolled in childcare and for whom early education pro-
essionals’ questionnaires were received were included. However, some
ata were incomplete due to missing test scores of the children (28.4%)
r missing answers in the educator’s (2.9%) or parents’ questionnaires
16.0%). Missing data were analyzed in SPSS 28 ( IBM, 2021 ), and results
ndicated that the missing data among SLLs ( 𝜒2 (1580) = 1588.89, ns )
nd DLLs ( 𝜒2 (904) = 945.83, ns ) were missing completely at random
MCAR). After analyzing the missing data, full information maximum
ikelihood (FIML) with bootstrapping was used to estimate the missing
alues for the estimation of the model parameters. 

First, possible group differences regarding the language tasks in the
ocietal language and educators’ rating of social competence were tested
sing t -test for independent samples and Cohen’s d for an estimation of
ffect sizes. 

Multigroup confirmatory factor analyses were then conducted to test
he expected social competence factor structure and invariance across
he SLL and DLL samples. Finally, two multigroup structural equation
odels (SEM) were calculated: (1) to test the influence of societal lan-

uage on social competence among SLLs and DLLs and (2) to test the
nfluence of both societal and heritage language on social competence
mong DLLs. Pathways between covariates that demonstrated no corre-
ation in either group were fixed to zero. Given the correlations between
he covariates and variables of interest, all paths in the SEM were con-
rolled for age, sex, nonverbal reasoning, and maternal education (see
ig. 1 ). 

Model fit criteria according to Hu and Bentler (2009) were used to
erify how well the data fit to our models: 𝜒2 and RMSEA < 0.05,
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Fig. 1. Meta Model. 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics whole sample. 

N Mean Std. Deviation 

SLL DLL SLL DLL SLL DLL 

Social Skills Scale (PKBS-2) 163 76 3.82 3.69 0.53 0.49 
Prosocial Behavior (EPBQ) 167 76 2.76 2.64 0.59 0.56 
Prosocial Behavior (SDQ) 162 76 1.34 1.36 0.44 0.45 
Societal vocabulary expressive 141 64 1.02 -0.46 0.53 1.12 
Societal receptive composite 144 67 0.72 -0.30 0.75 0.79 
Heritage vocabulary expressive - 62 - -0.28 - 1.40 
Heritage receptive composite - 66 - 0.00 - 0.74 
Nonverbal reasoning 136 46 10.23 10.80 3.14 3.19 
Age 167 76 48.84 48.75 7.90 7.48 

S  

a  

R

3

3

 

f  

f
 

l  

s  

P  

a  

g  

t  

v  

t  

r  

g  

h  

n  

v  

t  

s  

t
 

p  

d  

a  

e  

B  

i  

(

3

 

t  

s  

2  

(  

t  

v  

g  

t  

t  

i  

t  

i  

R  

(  

t  

g  

t  

c  

g  

r  

c  

i

3

 

e  

t  

(  

S
 

t  

p  

(  

t  

w  

w  

S  

s  

m  

S  

𝛽  

a  
RMR < 0.08, and CFI/TLI > 0.90 to 0.95. For measurement invari-
nce analyses, nested models were assessed by three criteria: 𝜒2 ≤ .05,
MSEA ≤ .010, CFI ≤ .005 ( ΔCFI > − .005) ( Chen, 2007 ). 

. Results 

.1. Descriptive statistics and correlational analyses 

Descriptive statistics for all variables used are presented in Table 1
or SLLs and DLLs. Table 2 provides an overview of bivariate correlations
or SLLs and Table 3 for DLLs. 

As expected for both groups, all societal language variables corre-
ated positively with each other, as did the three social competence
cales, assessed with the Prosocial Behavior scale of the SDQ, the Early
rosocial Behavior questionnaire and the Social Skills scale. Addition-
lly, sex was associated with all social competence scales, such that
irls were rated more socially competent than boys. Among SLLs, only
he receptive language composite was positively correlated with non-
erbal reasoning, whereas all language variables were correlated posi-
ively with age. Additionally, maternal education was marginally cor-
elated with only societal expressive vocabulary and the receptive lan-
uage composite. Among DLLs, heritage expressive vocabulary and the
eritage receptive language composite were positively correlated with
onverbal reasoning; age was positively correlated with all language
ariables except societal and heritage expressive vocabulary. In addi-
ion, maternal education was positively correlated with societal expres-
ive vocabulary and the receptive language composite as well as with
he heritage receptive language composite. 

With regard to group differences in the societal language, SLLs out-
erformed DLLs on expressive vocabulary ( t (76.114) = 9.98, p < .001,
 = 2.288 ), receptive vocabulary ( t (207) = 8.18, p < .001, d = 1.137 ),
nd sentence comprehension ( t (206) = 7.69, p < .001, d = 1.072 ). How-
ver, no significant group differences were found for the SDQ Prosocial
ehavior subscale ( t (236) = − .30, p = .765), the Early Prosocial Behav-
77 
or Questionnaire ( t (241) = 1.45, p = .147), or the Social Skills scale
 t (237) = 1.76, p = .080). 

.2. Measurement invariance 

A multigroup confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to test a la-
ent variable of social competence, comprised of the Prosocial Behavior
ubscale of the SDQ, the EPBQ, and the Social Skills Scale of the PKBS-
. Several increasingly restricted models were calculated and compared
see Table 4 ). First, separate measurement models were designed for
he social competence factor across the two groups, and configural in-
ariance was tested by freely estimating the parameters between the
roups. Second, models testing the metric factor invariance revealed
he equality of item factor loadings among SLLs and DLLs. Finally, fac-
or loadings and intercepts were constrained to be equal (i.e., scalar
nvariant), resulting in a potentially worse fit. Although the 𝜒2 between
he metric and scalar models were not significantly different, indicat-
ng invariance by more liberal standards, the differences between the
MSEA and CFI exceeded our set cut-offs of .010 and .005, respectively
 Chen, 2007 ). Examination of the modification indices suggested that
he intercepts of the SDQ Prosocial Behavior subscale may differ across
roups ( Brown, 2015 ; Byrne, 2008 ). Given this more rigorous test, par-
ial scalar invariance was accepted, with the intercepts of the SDQ proso-
ial behavior subscale left unconstrained across groups. Further multi-
roup structural models using the social competence factor are likely
obust to such a small amount of non-invariance, which is generally
onsidered acceptable if the majority of parameters are established as
nvariant ( Bowen & Masa, 2015 ; Dimitrov, 2010 ). 

.3. Societal language predicting SLLs’ and DLLs’ social competence 

To answer our main question regarding the association between soci-
tal language and social competence, we calculated a multi-group struc-
ural equation model (see Fig. 2 ), which indicated good fit of the data
 𝜒2 (40) = 43.895, p = .310, CFI = .99 / TLI = .99, SRMR = .06, RM-
EA = .03). 

The multi-group model analysis showed a significant relation be-
ween expressive language skills in the societal language and social com-
etence for SLLs (B = .29, SE = .10, 𝛽 = .36, p < .01 ) but not for DLLs
B = − .04, SE = .08, 𝛽 = − 11, p = .651 ). In contrast, for DLLs, the recep-
ive language composite in the societal language and social competence
ere significantly associated (B = .21, SE = .11, 𝛽 = .43, p ≤ .05 ). Sex
as associated with social competence for both groups (SLLs: B = .30,
E = .06, 𝛽 = .35, p < .001 ; DLLs: B = .29, SE = .09, 𝛽 = .38, p ≤ .001 ),
uch that boys displayed poorer social competence than girls. Further,
aternal education was not associated with social competence for either

LLs ( B = − .03, SE = .03, 𝛽 = − .06, p = .400 ) or DLLs ( B = .02, SE = .05,
= .08, p = .683 ), and age was negatively related to social competence
mong SLLs (B = − .02, SE = .01, 𝛽 = − .31, p < .05 ) but not among DLLs
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Table 2 

Bivariate correlations SLLs. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Social Skills Scale (PKBS-2) - 
2 Prosocial Behavior (EPBQ) 0.71 ∗∗ - 
3 Prosocial Behavior (SDQ) 0.65 ∗∗ 0.77 ∗∗ - 
4 Societal vocabulary expressive 0.32 ∗∗ 0.28 ∗∗ 0.09 - 
5 Societal receptive composite 0.20 ∗ 0.21 ∗ 0.16 0.67 ∗∗ - 
6 Nonverbal reasoning 0.03 -0.10 -0.04 0.17 0.23 ∗∗ - 
7 Age 0.07 0.07 0.01 0.58 ∗∗ 0.68 ∗∗ -0.02 - 
8 Sex 0.23 ∗∗ 0.33 ∗∗ 0.29 ∗∗ 0.03 0.09 0.04 0.10 - 
9 Maternal education 0.03 0.03 0.08 0.18 ∗ 0.18 ∗ 0.12 0.03 0.03 - 

∗ p < .05. ∗ ∗ p < .01. 

Table 3 

Bivariate correlations DLLs. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Social Skills Scale (PKBS-2) - 
2 Prosocial Behavior (EPBQ) 0.69 ∗∗ - 
3 Prosocial Behavior (SDQ) 0.57 ∗∗ 0.76 ∗∗ - 
4 Societal vocabulary expressive 0.23 0.15 0.12 - 
5 Societal receptive composite 0.35 ∗∗ 0.31 ∗∗ 0.23 0.72 ∗∗ - 
6 Heritage vocabulary expressive 0.07 -0.01 0.01 -0.53 ∗∗ -0.23 - 
7 Heritage receptive composite 0.31 ∗ 0.15 -0.01 0.07 0.41 ∗∗ 0.51 ∗∗ - 
8 Nonverbal reasoning 0.29 0.09 0.04 -0.07 0.14 0.32 ∗ 0.35 ∗ - 
9 Age 0.05 0.08 0.06 0.17 0.41 ∗∗ -0.01 0.38 ∗∗ -0.07 - 
10 Sex 0.33 ∗∗ 0.38 ∗∗ 0.31 ∗∗ 0.09 0.09 0.01 0.15 0.05 -0.03 - 
11 Maternal education 0.15 0.15 0.11 0.38 ∗∗ 0.36 ∗∗ 0.04 0.26 ∗ 0.19 0.05 0.01 - 

∗ p < .05. ∗ ∗ p < .01. 

Table 4 

Overall and comparative fit indices for tested measurement models. 

X 2 df p RMSEA RMSEA (90% CI) p RMSEA < .5 CFI ΔX 2 Δdf Δp ΔRMSEA ΔCFI 

Configural Model 0.000 0 – 0.000 [.000–.000] – 1.000 
Metric Model 0.142 2 .93 0.000 [.000–.052] ns 1.000 0.142 2 0 0 
Scalar Model 7.925 4 .09 0.090 [.000–.182] ns .986 6.993 2 .03 .09 .014 
Partial Scalar Model .454 3 . 93 0.000 [.000–.046] ns 1.000 0.312 1 .86 0 0 

Fig. 2. Multi-group structural equation model. 
Note. All values are standardized. Correlations among covariates and independent variables are not displayed for visual clarity. ∗ p < .05; ∗ ∗ p < .01; ∗ ∗ ∗ p ≤ .001. 

(  

n  

S  

𝛽

 

v

3

 

s  

i  

p  

t  

r  

p
 

i  

𝛽  

w  

i  

𝛽  
 B = − .00, SE = .01, 𝛽 = − .04, p = .763 ). Finally, nonverbal reasoning was
egatively related with social competence only among SLLs ( B = − .03,
E = .01, 𝛽 = − .19, p < .05 ) but not among DLLs ( B = .01, SE = .02,
= .08, p = .724 ). 

Significant associations between societal language skills and the co-
ariates for SLLs and DLLs are provided in Table 5 . 

.4. Societal and heritage language predicting DLL’s social competence 

To test the hypotheses that heritage language might be related to
ocial competence, we calculated a second structural equation model
78 
ncluding heritage language (see Fig. 3 ) and included only our DLL sam-
le. All values of all factor loadings and intercepts were constrained to
he values of the DLL group in the multi-group model to assure higher
eliability. The model yielded a good fit to the data ( 𝜒2 (27) = 31.734,
 = .242 , CFI = 0.95 / TLI = 0.95, SRMR = .08, RMSEA = .05). 

Neither receptive language ( B = .00, SE = .12, 𝛽 = .00, p = .992 )
n the heritage language nor expressive vocabulary ( B = .06, SE = .08,
= .20, p = .474 ) in the heritage language were significantly associated
ith social competence. Only the societal receptive language compos-

te and social competence were positively associated (B = .26, SE = .10,
= .53, p < .01 ). In addition, sex remained significantly related to social
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Table 5 

Associations among covariates and independent variables for SLLs and DLLs. 

SLL DLL 

Path B SE 𝛽 p- value B SE 𝛽 p- value 

Societal receptive composite < –> Societal expressive language skills 0.27 0.04 0.67 p < .001 0.64 0.12 0.72 p < .001 
Societal receptive composite < –> Age 4.08 0.44 0.69 p < .001 2.36 0.68 0.40 p ≤ .001 
Societal receptive composite < –> Maternal education 0.09 0.05 0.13 p < .05 0.42 0.15 0.35 p < .05 
Societal receptive composite < –> Nonverbal reasoning 0.51 0.13 0.22 p < .001 0.19 0.26 0.08 0.454 
Societal expressive language skills < –> Age 2.42 0.32 0.58 p < .001 1.33 1.05 0.16 0.205 
Societal expressive language skills < –> Nonverbal reasoning 0.27 0.12 0.16 p < .05 − 0.51 0.45 − 0.14 0.258 
Societal expressive language skills < –> Maternal education 0.07 0.05 0.14 0.115 0.75 0.21 0.44 p < .001 

Fig. 3. Heritage and societal language as pre- 
dictors of social competence among DLLs. 
Note. All values are standardized. Correlations 
among covariates and independent variables 
are not displayed for visual clarity. ∗ p < .05; 
∗ ∗ p < .01; ∗ ∗ ∗ p ≤ .001. 

Table 6 

Associations among covariates and independent variables for DLLs. 

DLL 

Path B SE 𝛽 p- value 

Societal expressive language skills < –> Heritage expressive language skills -0.86 0.20 -0.54 p < .001 
Societal receptive composite < –> Heritage receptive composite 0.24 0.07 0.41 p ≤ .001 
Heritage receptive composite < –> Age 2.18 0.70 0.40 p < .01 
Heritage receptive composite < –> Nonverbal reasoning 0.82 0.36 0.35 p < .05 
Heritage receptive composite < –> Heritage expressive language skills 0.53 0.14 0.51 p < .001 
Heritage expressive language skills < –> Nonverbal reasoning 1.60 0.66 0.36 p < .05 
Societal receptive composite < –> Age 2.40 0.67 0.41 p < .001 
Societal receptive composite < –> Maternal education 0.42 0.14 0.35 p < .01 
Societal receptive composite < –> Societal expressive language skills 0.65 0.12 0.73 p < .001 
Societal expressive language skills < –> Maternal education 0.73 0.21 0.42 p < .001 
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ompetence (B = .25, SE = .10, 𝛽= .32, p < .01 ) and age demonstrated a sig-
ificant negative association with social competence (B = − .01, SE = .00,
= − .21, p < .05 ). 

Significant associations between societal/heritage language skills
nd covariates are presented in Table 6 . 

. Discussion 

The main purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship
etween language and social competence among both single (SLL) and
ual (DLL) language learning children. This study extends the current
iterature in two major ways: first, by examining the separate association
f receptive and expressive societal language skills with social compe-
ence, and second by focusing on dual language learning children, which
79 
ave been less studied as a group compared to SLLs. As added value to
revious studies, we also considered the respective heritage language of
LLs in our analyses. This is an important issue in light of the fact that

he number of DLLs is increasing worldwide, and early education profes-
ionals are facing the challenge of managing culturally and linguistically
iverse classrooms. 

With regard to our first hypothesis, our findings supported the as-
umption that socially competent behavior relies on children’s linguis-
ic ability, albeit differently for the two groups. While societal expressive
anguage skills were positively related to social competence among SLLs,
ocietal receptive language skills were positively related to social compe-
ence among DLLs. Both findings are in alignment with previous studies
e.g., Girard et al., 2016 ) but deserve further discussion. SLL children
ho demonstrated better expressive vocabularies were rated as more
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ocially competent by their early education professionals. Children that
an express their own thoughts and feelings may face fewer misunder-
tandings, which may in turn prevent frustration and conflict while in-
reasing opportunities for positive social interactions. Thus, among SLLs
t the preschool and kindergarten age, expressive language skills may
e of greater importance for social competence than receptive language,
hich, at the group level, may be sufficiently developed. 

In contrast to the findings of SLLs, we found that only societal recep-
ive language skills were associated with social competence for DLLs.
his result may be an indication of the pronounced gap in receptive
nd expressive language skills which has been found for various groups
f DLLs (e.g., Sachse et al., 2010 ; Yan & Nicoladis, 2009 ). Receptive
anguage develops earlier and is often more advanced than expressive
anguage, and this might be particularly true for DLLs. While SLLs may
lready have well-developed receptive and expressive language skills,
LLs may have not yet acquired these skills in the societal language. For
xample, Hoff and Ribot (2017) , who examined English monolinguals’
nd Spanish-English bilinguals’ English growth, showed that Spanish-
nglish bilinguals lagged six months to one year behind their monolin-
ual counterparts in normal English development. This is evident too in
ur results that revealed higher receptive and expressive language scores
mong SLLs than DLLs. Furthermore, several studies have shown that
LLs have more difficulties with producing language than understand-

ng language in both their languages (e.g., Grüter, 2005 ; Sachse et al.,
010 ) because the input they receive for both languages is distributed
cross two languages. This leads to less input in each language com-
ared to SLLs ( Pearson et al., 1993 ). Thus, it is conceivable that the as-
ociation between societal expressive language and social competence
or DLLs may become apparent later in development. Nevertheless, our
ndings suggest that understanding linguistic information might repre-
ent the first step towards positive social interactions. Although DLLs
ay have difficulty expressing themselves verbally, the ability to un-
erstand the needs of others may sufficiently enable them to behave
ompetently with others ( Rose et al., 2018 ). 

These results support the approach of simultaneously investigat-
ng expressive and receptive language as separate predictors of so-
ial competence rather than utilizing either one modality individu-
lly or a combined language score. Specifically, we could show that
xpressive and receptive language skills are two distinct modalities
hat are differentially associated with social competence among differ-
nt groups of children. Future research should therefore consider both
odalities in order to understand the underlying mechanisms driving

he association between language and social competence in SLLs and
LLs. 

With respect to our second hypothesis, we did not find a relation be-
ween heritage language and social competence. This could be due to the
ontext in which social competence was measured. Heritage language is
erhaps particularly important in the family setting, whereas the soci-
tal language is increasingly relevant in the preschool and kindergarten
ontexts, where it critically promotes children’s sense of belonging, pro-
uctive interactions with peers and early education professionals, and
he ability to follow instructions and meet demands ( Collins et al., 2011 ;
annenbaum & Howie, 2002 ). Accordingly, our findings show that so-
ietal language skills can act as a protective factor for positive peer re-
ationships and social behavior. 

Another explanation for our finding may be the silent period
 Tabors, 2008 ), which, like the receptive-expressive gap, occurs in one
f the early stages of second language acquisition. Here, children dis-
over that their heritage language does not work in the classroom setting
nd enter a silent period, wherein they observe and listen rather than
xpress themselves and thus improve their societal language receptive
kills. Thus, children need to suppress the heritage language in the con-
ext where the societal language is immersive in order to focus on the
cquisition of the societal language ( Gibson et al., 2012 ; Keller et al.,
015 ). However, the number of studies investigating the association be-
ween heritage language skills and social competence is scarce, and more
80 
esearch is needed to investigate the influence of DLL’s heritage lan-
uage on social development in different contexts ( Ren & Wyver, 2016 ).

Finally, the null results regarding heritage language may also be due
o the fact that the estimation of the factor scores of the heritage lan-
uage is subject to a larger measurement error compared to those of
he societal language due to the smaller sample sizes. While the soci-
tal language scores were estimated on the basis of the total sample, the
eritage language tests were based only on the sample of dual language
earners. If the heritage language scores represented a less reliable es-
imate of children’s language skills, there may have been less power to
etect the effects of the heritage language than the societal language. 

Although sex differences were not the main focus of the present
tudy, our results revealed that girls were rated higher in social com-
etence than boys. This is in line with previous research. For instance,
irard et al. (2016) showed that girls were rated higher on prosocial
ehavior at the age of three and five years, and results of a recent
tudy with a large, longitudinal sample demonstrated that teachers rated
irls consistently higher in social competence from kindergarten to sixth
rade ( Hajovsky et al., 2021 ). These sex differences may be due to sex-
yped socialization practices. Specifically, parents and other caregivers
ight pressure girls to be more responsive to other’s needs than boys

nd reinforce child’s behavior when it goes along with sex-typed expec-
ations ( Hay, 1994 ; Koch, 2003 ). In the classroom, this bias may result
n boys and girls receiving different feedback on their behavior from
eachers, and behaviors may be differently punished or rewarded. For
xample, when girls behave exuberantly, as boys are often expected to
o, the behavior may be corrected more quickly and with greater con-
equence, resulting in their behavior being shaped toward more socially
cceptable behaviors ( Hajovsky et al., 2021 ; Koch, 2003 ). 

Further, even though SLLs outperformed DLLs in the societal lan-
uage, the groups did not differ in the overall ratings of social compe-
ence. While some studies have shown that teachers tend to judge DLLs’
nterpersonal skills more favorably compared to SLLs (e.g., Han, 2010 ),
thers found no differences in social functioning based on language
earning status (e.g., Farver et al., 2006 ). This might be due to a lack
f systematic study of DLLs’ social development but also because of dif-
erent operational definitions of dual language learners ( Halle et al.,
014 ). Together, these findings show that more research is required to
urther investigate DLLs’ linguistic and social development. 

To note, there were also two unexpected small negative associations
etween social competence and both age and nonverbal reasoning: An
xplanation for this may be found in Hay’s (1994) model of prosocial
evelopment. Prosocial behavior is a strong aspect of social competence
t this age that figured heavily in our factor of social competence. Ac-
ording to the model, prosocial behavior develops in infancy and oc-
urs more frequently in the second and third years of life, followed by
 decrease between the fourth and sixth years of life. Empirical sup-
ort for this assumption derives from a longitudinal study examining
he trajectories of prosocial behavior at 17, 29 and 41 months of age.
aillargeon et al. (2011) found that the majority of children who did not
xhibit prosocial behavior at 41 months of age did so one year earlier.
ay (1994) states that children’s prosocial behavior becomes regulated
uring the preschool years when they learn to inhibit earlier developed
rosocial impulses and consequently exhibit prosocial behavior less fre-
uently. She suggests that this decline results from an increase in self-
nterest, the awareness of the social conventions and moral rules that
overn whom they should help and when they should comfort some-
ne (depending on reciprocity, equity, and deservedness). As a result,
ith increasing age and more complex reasoning, children begin to show
rosocial behaviors on fewer occasions and direct it toward fewer recipi-
nts. It is also possible that children in this developmental period, which
s characterized by various transitions, such as the transition from the
ome environment to childcare or from childcare to formal schooling,
ay not have made enough significant friends who “deserve ” their as-

istance. However, more research is needed to explore this association
urther. 
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In addition to the advantages of the present study, such as the inclu-
ion of the direct comparison of heritage and societal languages among
LLs, there were also some limitations. First, we were unable to estab-

ish full measurement invariance of the social competence factor across
he SLL and DLL groups in the strictest manner possible. Although our
est of scalar invariance was satisfied by the most common tests of model
omparison ( 𝜒2 difference test), changes in RMSEA and CFI exceeded
he conservative cut-offs we had set a priori, and we opted to allow one
arameter to vary across groups. However, this variance across groups,
lthough unideal, is considered minimal and should not be expected to
ffect the interpretation of the subsequent structural models ( Bowen &
asa, 2015 ; Dimitrov, 2010 ). 

Second, our sample was biased towards a population of families with
igh maternal education. It is possible that the results would have been
ifferent with a more representative sample, especially considering that
ES has been associated with DLLs’ social and vocabulary development
 Han, 2010 ; Prevoo et al., 2014 ). Our study partly supported these find-
ngs. SES was associated with societal language skills but not with social
ompetence. Thus, future studies should ensure more diverse SES among
articipants. Third, the sample size of DLLs compared to SLLs was rela-
ively small, especially in the Italian subgroup. Therefore, our ability to
xplore individual language combinations or any potential differences
n the subgroups of DLLs regarding the relationship between language
nd social competence was limited. Further research is needed to assess
ifferences within language groups and within the DLL classification,
hich is indeed more heterogenous than monolithic. 

In order to advance the current body of knowledge, further research
s required to better establish the effects of language on social compe-
ence in both SLLs and especially DLLs. Specifically, longitudinal data
s needed to track developmental trajectories from infancy on to detect
ossible long-term effects of language on social competence. A longitu-
inal design would also allow for a closer assessment of the direction of
ffects between these constructs, as there is evidence that the relation
etween language and social competence is bidirectional. For example,
insler et al. (2014) showed in a longitudinal study with DLLs that chil-

ren with greater social skills at the age of four were more successful in
btaining English proficiency by the end of kindergarten. This suggests
hat early social skills may also play a specific role in the development
f the societal language. 

Finally, the current study was unable to assess how aspects of the
hildcare context (e.g., teacher experience, teacher education, teacher-
hild-relationship, and attitudes towards multilingualism) may influ-
nce the associations between language and social competence. Such
uture research would continue to extend our knowledge of these pro-
esses. 

Overall, the present study adds to the current literature on language
nd social competence by highlighting the relevance of language for
oth SLLs’ and DLLs’ social behaviors and the specific role that the soci-
tal language may play for DLLs. This study also further underscores the
mportance of investigating language as a multi-modal construct. By do-
ng so, this study revealed differential associations between expressive
nd receptive language with social competence, depending upon lan-
uage learning status. 
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