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Abstract: Executive functions and social cognition (i.e., the mental operations that underlie social
interaction) are essential for children’s successful interactions, yet their role in peer social competence
among children with and without a migration background is still underexplored. This study investi-
gated the influence of inhibitory control and two domains of social cognition (theory of mind and
facial emotion recognition) on children’s peer social competence exploring moderation by children’s
migration background. First graders in Italy (n = 321, M age = 6.4 years, 45% girls, and 39% with a
migration background) completed standardized tests, while teachers rated students’ peer social com-
petence. The results indicated that immigrant-origin children were perceived as being less socially
competent than their non-immigrant counterparts. Among children with a migration background,
better inhibitory control and facial emotion recognition skills were linked to increased peer social
competence. Following the presentation of these results, we will discuss the implications for both
developmental theory and practice.

Keywords: social competence; migration background; inhibitory control; theory of mind; emotion
recognition; children

1. Introduction

Social competence refers to the efficacy with which one can use social interactions
to achieve personal goals through their capacity to initiate and maintain positive social
relationships [1]. It is a multidimensional construct based on a variety of social skills
(e.g., the inhibition of impulsive behavior, perspective taking, the recognition of facial
emotional expressions, etc.) that must be used adaptively according to specific situations [2]
in order to pursue successful social interactions [3]. Previous research has indicated
that young children who are able to interact successfully with their peers and use social
signals effectively are less likely to develop behavioral and emotional problems over the
primary school years and beyond [2,4]. On the contrary, children who lack such skills more
frequently experience peer rejection [5], social anxiety, bullying [6], and aggression [7].

Developmentally, the transition to primary school represents a particularly challenging
period for children with regard to the refinement of social competence, as they enter a
new environment where they need to learn how to build significant relationships with
peers and teachers, deal with frustrations and conflict, and engage in group activities
requiring adherence to rules and social norms [8]. This process can be more difficult for
children from immigrant families, who often lack the second language and pre-literacy
skills necessary to adjust to school demands and have had few opportunities to interact
with their ethnic majority peers due to cultural and socioeconomic barriers [9]. Indeed,
there is evidence that children with a migration background tend to exhibit less social
competence and more behavioral problems than their nonimmigrant peers [10]. Possible
explanations for these phenomena include cultural differences in parental socialization
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practices concerning the management of social relationships, challenges related to the family
migration process (e.g., acculturative stress, discrimination, and social exclusion), and poor
social capital [11]. Yet, little is known about the correlates of peer social competence among
ethnic-minoritized and -majoritized children entering primary school, especially in relation
to socio-cognitive and emotional skills that undergo substantial changes at this age. This
knowledge is paramount with respect to providing information to prevention and/or
intervention programs aiming to reduce the risk of disparities between children with and
without a migration background in terms of psychological and school adjustment [12].

The current study sought to address this gap by (1) comparing levels of teacher-rated
social competence in relation to peers between children from immigrant families and their
nonimmigrant counterparts in Italy and (2) examining the associations of a key component
of executive functions, i.e., inhibitory control, and two domains of social cognition, namely,
theory of mind (ToM) and facial emotion recognition (FER), with peer social competence
among first graders with and without a migration background.

1.1. Inhibitory Control, Social Cognition, and Peer Social Competence

Executive functions (EFs) play a key role in the development of children’s social
competence [13]. They comprise a series of interconnected and interdependent processes
that are responsible for intentional behaviors whose aim is to achieve goals in an articulated
and flexible way [14], functioning as an integrated supervisory and control system [15].

Among EF processes, inhibitory control is the most widely studied with regard to
links with social competence, especially in early childhood [16]. The ability to manage
behaviors and emotions according to societal expectations plays an important role in
school adjustment and achievement because it serves as a key internal resource for young
children faced with the social challenges presented by a classroom. In the first grade, as
the learning environment becomes increasingly structured, children who are unable to
pay attention to or control their own behavior may develop relationship difficulties with
peers and teachers [17], while those who present good control skills tend to present a good
degree of social competence [18]. However, research examining the associations between
inhibitory control and social competence has yielded conflicting results. Some studies
have shown that preschool-aged children with inhibitory control deficits have low levels
of social competence or related difficulties [19,20] that can persist over time [21], whereas
others failed to replicate these findings [22,23]. It has been suggested that the associations
between inhibitory control and social competence become more pronounced as children
reach kindergarten and early elementary school ages due to the increased ability to inhibit
a strong dominant response in favor of a subdominant one to reach current and future
goals [24]; however, more studies are needed to shed light on this issue, especially among
ethnically diverse first-grade students.

Social cognition can be defined as the mental operations that underlie the interpretation
and response to social stimuli, including mental state attribution, the recognition of affect,
attributional style, and social perception [25]. Among social cognition processes, theory of
mind (ToM), that is, the ability to understand one’s own and others’ mental states and to
predict the feelings and behaviors of others [26], plays a pivotal role in the presentation
of positive social skills [27]. By the age of 5, children have a ‘basic’ understanding of
beliefs and desires, but investigations conducted in the past decade indicate that this ability
develops well into middle childhood and early adolescence [28]. In particular, scholars
suggest that individual differences in ToM explain variability in social competence with
respect to peers in addition to other cognitive factors, such as language and EF [29]. In
support of this view, previous studies have indicated that successful performance on ToM
tasks positively correlates with children’s ability to coordinate peer social interactions
and with teachers’ ratings of social behavior [30–32]. However, other studies did not find
any significant difference in the ability to pass ToM tasks between children with positive
peer evaluations and ‘rejected’ children [33], lending support to the view that individual
differences in ToM trump differences in general cognitive processes and, therefore, do not
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result in any significant associations after controlling for language and EFs [34]. Another
possible explanation of this inconsistency is related to the source of information used to
assess children’s social competence, as there is evidence that different raters (e.g., parents,
teachers, etc.) may provide different evaluations [35].

An additional relevant domain of social cognition is children’s ability to recognize
facial emotional expressions (FER), which play a role in social competence [36]. FER include
the ability to recognize and label one’s own and others’ emotions, tie them to situations, un-
derstand their causes, identify familial and cultural display rules, and recognize disparities
between outward displays and felt emotions [37,38]. The ability to recognize nonverbal
emotional cues is positively associated with better peer relationships and higher levels of
social competence, while inferior emotional recognition skills are associated with social
difficulties and withdrawal [39]. Indeed, being able to recognize emotions through facial
expressions is necessary for the development of more advanced emotional comprehension
skills, as this ability may provide information that can help to help a child to establish
early social networks and peer relations [40]. Although little research has examined FER
among immigrant-origin children, there is evidence that the FER–social competence link is
observable in both individualistic and collectivistic societies despite differences in emotion
socialization [41].

In summary, the empirical evidence disseminated thus far suggests that inhibitory
control and social cognition processes are important correlates of social competence. Yet
few studies have simultaneously examined their contribution to peer social competence
among first-grade children. Razza and Blair [42] investigated the relationships between
EFs, ToM, and teacher-rated social competence in a longitudinal study involving five- to
six-year-old children from low-income families assessed in preschool and kindergarten.
The results showed that ToM was an independent predictor of social competence, even
after accounting for EF, and was identified as a possible mechanism through which early
EFs may affect later social competence.

1.2. The Role of Migration Background in Social Competence

Children’s social competence is influenced by cultural values and beliefs, which guide
parents’ child-rearing practices and socialization goals [43]. Children with a migration
background might be challenged in their social competence development as they navigate
between microsystems (i.e., school, family, and neighborhoods), which are often charac-
terized by different cultural norms, values, and behaviors, during social interactions [44].
To date, conflicting data on social competence among children with a migration/ethnic
minority background have been reported. The bulk of the corresponding studies found
lower levels of peer social competence among these children, especially when originating
from Asian cultures [45], which is a pattern that can partly be ascribed to different cultural
expectations concerning the development and manifestation of sociability [46]. Children
with a migration background tend to fall further behind their peers in terms of measures
of social competence [45,47], although this could be related to teacher bias in assessing
children’s social competence that is precipitated by the adoption of solely the perspective
of the educational setting. On the other hand, mounting evidence is indicating the potential
beneficial effects of having an immigrant background on peer social competence because
children from immigrant families are exposed to different experiences and sets of values
and learn diverse and complementary social skills [12,48]. Children with a migration
background may rely on a wide variety of predictions that allow them to interpret others’
emotions and intentions and express emotions in different languages and contexts [49].
The possibility of relying on better EFs (see [50]) may boost their capacity to balance and
integrate different perspectives and select appropriate behaviors according to a given con-
text, resulting in appropriate social behaviors [51,52]. Thus, it is possible that exposure to
culturally diverse environments may be an asset in relation to children’s social competence
with respect to peers, but more research is needed to uncover the mechanisms involved in
these associations.
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1.3. The Current Study

Although the extant research has provided important contributions to our understand-
ing of the factors underlying children’s social competence [53,54], little is known about
the influence of inhibitory control, ToM, and FER on first graders’ social competence with
respect to peers, especially among children with a migration background. This is surprising
given that peer social competence in the transition to primary school is particularly impor-
tant for children who might face additional challenges compared to their nonimmigrant
peers in terms of school adjustment, peer socialization, and exposure to different cultural
norms and expectations. Hence, this study addressed two main research questions:

RQ1. Do children with and without a migration background differ in terms of their levels of social
competence with respect to peers as assessed by their teachers?

Previous research has yielded contradictory findings, with some studies reporting
less peer social competence among immigrant-origin children compared to their ethnic
majority counterparts, particularly when rated by their teachers [47,55], while others found
similar or greater competence in this developmental domain due to increased cognitive
resources among immigrant-origin youth (e.g., EFs [12]). Hence, no a priori hypothesis has
been formulated in this regard.

RQ2. Are children’s inhibitory control, ToM, and FER linked to teacher-rated peer social competence,
and, if so, do these associations vary as a function of children’s migration background?

Based on the literature reviewed above, we expected inhibitory control, ToM, and FER
to be positively related to first graders’ social competence in relation to peers, especially
in light of existing evidence suggesting that these associations are consolidated during
primary school years [56]. With regard to moderation, to the best of our knowledge,
no study has considered this issue in the context of peer social competence among first
graders. However, it is reasonable to expect that the associations of inhibitory control, ToM,
and FER with social competence in relation to peers would be stronger for children with
(vs. without) a migration background given that these children are exposed to multiple
languages and environments that may facilitate perspective adoption, social problem
solving, and the inhibition of automatic responses in order to adapt their behaviors to social
expectations [52].

In our analyses, we also controlled for gender, receptive vocabulary, and parental
education, as these variables have been shown to be associated with children’s peer social
competence [57]. Specifically, peer social competence is typically higher among girls
compared to boys [58], and receptive vocabulary is positively related to measures of peer
acceptance and socio-metric status [59]. Additionally, children from lower-SES families
tend to exhibit less social competence, although such findings are not clear-cut [60].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 321 first graders (Mean age = 6.4 years; SD = 3.8 months;
145 girls) recruited via contacts with three primary schools in a middle-sized town in
northeastern Italy. Teachers received a standardized questionnaire concerning children’s
peer social competence at school (described below), while parents received consent forms
and a questionnaire on language exposure and demographic information. Teachers and
parents completed the questionnaires at their own convenience during the testing phase.

Based on information collected through the questionnaires completed by parents, it
was determined that 126 children were of immigrant descent, i.e., they had at least one
parent born in another country. Of these, 114 (90%) were born in Italy (i.e., constituting
the second generation), whereas the remaining originated from Albania, Moldavia, Sri-
Lanka, Colombia, Vietnam, Canada, and China. The children with a migration background
had been exposed and/or were still exposed, to some extent, to an additional language
other than Italian (L2), including Romanian (n = 29), Filipino (n = 16), Arabic (n = 14),
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English (n = 14), Chinese (n = 6), Bengali (n = 6), Albanian (n = 5), Spanish (n = 5), Nigerian
(n = 5), Indian (n = 5), Singhalese (n = 4), Serbian (n = 4), Persian (n = 4), Vietnamese
(n = 4), French (n = 4), and Hebrew (n = 1). At the time of data collection, children raised
in multilingual families had received significant continuous exposure to both languages
and at least 2 years of formal language education provided in educational settings. In
terms of parental education, we found the following percentages: regarding mothers, 4%
completed primary school, 6% completed middle school, 68% completed high school,
and the remaining 22% earned a higher degree than high school; regarding fathers, 7%
completed primary school, 11% completed middle school, 65% completed high school, and
the remaining 17% earned a higher degree than high school.

Preliminary analyses indicated that the two groups of children were balanced in terms
of age and gender, but immigrant-origin children were on average about 1 month older than
their nonimmigrant peers (t(1, 319) = −2.07, p = 0.049, Cohen’s d = 0.23). Moreover, Italian-
origin mothers and fathers reported, on average, having two more years of education than
parents of children with a migration background (t(1, 319) = 3.62, p < 0.001, and Cohen’s
d = 0.41; t(1, 319) = 3.49, p < 0.05, and Cohen’s d = 0.39, respectively).

2.2. Procedure

Trained psychology graduate students tested each child individually in a quiet room
during the school day. Tasks were administered in a fixed order, which is preferred for the
investigation of individual differences (see [61]). Each child was tested over three sessions
scheduled on consecutive days, each lasting approximately 30 min, at the end of which time
the experimenters thanked the child for participation and rewarded him or her with free
playtime. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of [removed
for review] (protocol n. 2673) and performed in accordance with the principles expressed
in the Declaration of Helsinki. Only children with signed parental consent participated in
the study.

2.3. Materials
2.3.1. Outcome Variable

Peer social competence. A subscale from the Self-Perception Profile for Children-
Teacher Report (SPPC-TR; [62]) was used by teachers to rate children’s social competence at
school. The SPPC-TR is a multidimensional measure designed to evaluate children’s global
self-worth and self-perceptions of adequacy across different areas of the self. It contains
six subscales tapping five specific domains (scholastic competence, social competence,
athletic competence, physical appearance, and behavioral conduct) in addition to global
self-worth. Each subscale contains 6 items, totaling 36 items. For each of the five specific
domains, the teacher rated the child’s actual behavior with respect to each area (not how
he/she thinks the child would answer). For the purpose of this study, we used the Social
Competence subscale, in which teachers indicated their perceptions of the degree to which
the child has friends, feels popular, and feels that most kids like them.. Items were scored
as either 1, 2, 3, or 4, where a score of 1 reflects the lowest perceptions of competence, and
4 reflects the highest perceptions of competence (range 6–24). The reliability reported in the
manual, which was evaluated by calculating Cronbach’s alpha, is 0.78, whereas the internal
consistency for this study sample was α = 0.92.

2.3.2. Independent Variables

Inhibitory control. The Day-and-Night test (FE-PS 2–6; [63]) was used to assess
children’s ability to suppress a dominant response related to perceptual stimuli while
selecting and executing a competing, conflicting response. This test contains two decks of
cards: the first of which contains 8 cards depicting a chessboard and 8 cards depicting an X,
while the second of which contains 8 cards depicting a sun and 8 cards depicting a moon.
Under the baseline condition, the tester trains the child to say ‘day’ when there is an X card
and ‘night’ when there is a chessboard card. Under the inhibition condition (i.e., Stroop
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condition), the child must say the word ‘day’ when viewing a card depicting a nighttime
sky and ‘night’ when she/he is shown a picture of daytime sky. Each child completes
16 trials for each condition that are scored from 0 (incorrect) or 1 (correct). Two different
scores are calculated in both conditions: accuracy (range 0–16) and speed (in seconds). Total
accuracy is obtained by subtracting accuracy in the baseline condition from performance in
the incongruent condition (range = −16 to 16), whereas speed is determined by subtracting
the time spent in the two conditions. We used the “difference score” as an indicator of
inhibitory control. The reliability of this task for this study sample, which was evaluated
using calculating Cronbach’s alpha for individual trials, was 0.85.

Theory of Mind. ToM was investigated using a subtest from the NEPSY-II battery [64].
The subtest comprises a verbal and a contextual task (range of scores = 0–25). In the
Verbal task, questions are based on verbal scenarios with (6 items) or without (11 items)
pictorial support. The subtest measures children’s understanding of beliefs, intentions,
others’ thoughts, ideas, and comprehension of figurative language. The contextual task
measures a child’s ability to relate an emotion to a given social context. In this subtest, the
child first sees pictures with a target girl in different social contexts whose face is hidden
and has to select, among four photographs depicting the girl expressing different emotions,
the one showing the emotion she is feeling in that context. The child needs to infer the girl’s
emotion based on the social context and not her face. Reliability reported in the manual,
which was evaluated using calculating Cronbach’s alpha, is 0.82, whereas it was 0.86 for
this study sample.

Facial emotion recognition. We used the NEPSY–II Affect Recognition subtest (devised
for ages 3–16) to assess children’s ability to recognize emotions. This subtest included
35 items and assessed the ability to recognize several emotional states (happy, sad, angry,
fearful, disgusted, and neutral) from photographs of children’s faces in four different tasks.
Task 1: the child stated whether two pictures depicted faces with the same affect; Task 2,
the child selected two pictures of faces with the same affect from among 3 to 4 pictures;
Task 3, the child selected one of the four faces that depicted the same emotion as a face
at the top of the page; and Task 4, the child was briefly shown a face and then selected
two pictures that he/she thought represented the same emotion. The total score ranged
between 1 and 25 for children aged 6 or younger and between 1 and 36 for children aged
7 or older, with higher scores reflecting better ability to match the same emotions. Raw
scores were converted into standard scores (M = 10; SD = 3) reflecting each child’s ability
in relation to his/her own age. Reliability of this task for the study sample, which was
evaluated using calculating Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.81.

2.3.3. Control Variables

Gender, parental education, and migration background. Parents completed a short
questionnaire on language exposure and demographic information, through which we
derived the genders and migration statuses of the children participating in the study and
the parents’ education levels.

Italian receptive vocabulary. The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Revised) (PPVT-
R; [65]), which was adapted and standardized for the Italian language [66], was used to
assess children’s receptive vocabulary. The adapted versions maintain the same procedure
as the original version, but they introduce changes to the lexical material (e.g., in relation
to the order of words and the exclusion/inclusion of words) to obtain a similar level of
difficulty. It consists of a list of words presented to participants who are asked to indicate
which, out of four pictures, best represents the target word. The items are presented in order
of increasing difficulty. We found a basal level when the participant gave eight consecutive
correct answers. Testing continues until the participant obtains six incorrect answers in
eight consecutive items (ceiling level). Raw scores correspond to the number of correct
answers minus the number of errors (range 0–175); age-specific standard scores (M = 100;
SD = 15) are provided in the manual. Reliability, evaluated using the split-half procedure as
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reported in the manual, is 0.88, whereas the internal consistency for this sample, evaluated
using the split-half procedure, was 0.95.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the study variables and their correlations
for each group of children. We used standard scores for receptive vocabulary, the raw
total score for children’s peer social competence rated by teachers, the accuracy score for
inhibitory control, and raw scores for ToM and FER. Performance on the majority of tasks
covered a large range of scores, and none suffered from ceiling or floor effects. Additionally,
the distributions of all the variables approached symmetry.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables for children with (n = 126)
and without a migration background (n = 195).

Variables

Children with
Migration

Background
Mean (SD)

Children
without

Migration
Background
Mean (SD)

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

1. Italian receptive
vocabulary 82 (16) 100 (15) - 0.17 * 0.24 ** 0.39 ** 0.33 ** 0.15 *

2. Parental education 14.6 (2.6) 13.4 (2.3) 27 ** - 0.01 0.09 0.02 0.14
3. Inhibitory control −0.96 (3.1) −0.62 (2.3) −0.04 −0.10 - 0.31 ** 0.03 0.16 *
4. Theory of mind 14.5 (3.2) 15.8 (2.8) 0.36 ** 0.26 ** 0.01 - 0.21 ** 0.11
5. Facial emotion
recognition 16.3 (4.1) 17.7 (3.7) 0.23 ** 0.10 0.01 0.14 - 0.16 *

6. Peer social
competence 11.5 (9.4) 17.6 (4.9) 0.21 ** 0.05 0.01 0.06 0.20 * -

Correlations are presented for children with a migration background (above the diagonal) and without a migration
background (below the diagonal). * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.; SD (standard deviation).

For the children with a migration background, peer social competence was significantly
and positively correlated with Italian receptive vocabulary and FER (r = 0.21 and r = 0.20,
respectively). A pattern of significant correlations emerged between Italian receptive
vocabulary, ToM, FER, and parental education, whereas no correlation emerged with
inhibitory control.

Among the children without a migration background, we found significant and
positive correlations between Italian receptive vocabulary, inhibitory control, and FER and
peer social competence. Additionally, a pattern of significant positive correlations emerged
between Italian receptive vocabulary, inhibitory control, and social cognition processes
(0.24 < r < 0.39). Inhibitory control, ToM, and FER were interrelated, and parental education
was only correlated with children’s receptive vocabulary (r = 0.17).

3.2. Group Comparison

Regarding our first research question concerning group differences in children’s peer
social competence, a univariate ANOVA indicated that teachers perceived children with
a migration background to be less socially competent with respect to peers than their
nonimmigrant counterparts (F(1,319) = 57.8, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.15, Cohen’s d = 0.81).

3.3. Regression Analysis

Multiple linear regression was used to examine the associations of inhibitory control,
ToM, and FER with children’s social competence in relation to peers. To assess the potential
moderating effects of migration background, interactions between this variable and the
inhibitory control, ToM, and FER were also added to the model. We included gender,
parental education, and Italian receptive vocabulary as control variables.



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 651 8 of 15

The results are reported in Table 2. Standardized beta coefficients (Sβ) are reported.

Table 2. Multiple linear regression results incorporating children’s peer social competence as a
dependent variable.

Measure Sβ SE β t Value p-Value

Gender 0.068 0.778 1.341 0.181
Italian receptive vocabulary −0.069 0.026 −1.090 0.276
Parental education 0.055 0.158 1.035 0.301
Migration background −0.918 5.06 2.820 0.005
Inhibitory control −0.043 0.146 1.578 0.115
Theory of Mind −0.007 0.136 −0.021 0.983
Facial emotion recognition 0.024 0.104 2.856 0.004
Inhibitory control × migration background 0.183 0.293 −2.414 0.016
Theory of mind × migration background 0.028 0.260 −0.108 0.913
Facial emotion recognition × migration background 0.552 0.206 −2.442 0.015

N = 321; Migration background was coded as follows: 0 = without MB and 1 = with MB.

The model explained nearly 19% of the variance (F 10,310 = 8.432; p < 0.001). In this
model, migration background and children’s ability to recognize facial emotional expres-
sions were significant and independent predictors of children’s peer social competence.
Additionally, the two-way interactions between migration background and inhibitory con-
trol and between migration background and FER were significant. To test the interaction
effects, we performed tests of the simple slopes using the Interactions package of the R
software [67].

As shown in Figure 1, simple slope analysis indicated that among children with a
migration background, higher (vs. lower) inhibitory control and better (vs. worse) facial
emotion recognition skills were related to increased peer social competence (B = 0.59,
SE = 0.21, and p < 0.01; B = 0.55, SE = 0.16, and p < 0.01, respectively), whereas among
children without a migration background, teacher-rated peer social competence was high
irrespective of their levels of inhibitory control and facial emotion recognition abilities
(B = 0.12, SE = 0.21, and p = 0.57; B = 0.05, SE = 0.14, and p = 0.73, respectively).
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4. Discussion

This study extends the current literature on the correlates of social competence in
childhood by analyzing the contribution of EFs and social cognition processes to this
important developmental domain among first-grade children with and without a migration
background. By conducting this study, we have attempted to overcome some of the
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limitations of previous work, such as the paucity of research on positive social outcomes
and on the transition to primary school [68]. Although social competence and relationship
skills are increasingly important predictors of success in school [69] and a fulfilling life [70],
socioemotional skills and behaviors are almost completely absent from current indicator
reports about children [71]. To date, most research on children and adolescents with
a migration background has focused on internalizing and externalizing problems [72],
whereas much less is known about their social competence, especially in countries other
than the United States or Canada [12].

In this study, we compared levels of teacher-rated social competence in relation to peers
between the two groups of children and assessed the contributions of a key component of
EF, namely, inhibitory control, and two domains of social cognition (ToM and FER) to peer
social competence, exploring moderation by migration background. Our results indicated
that children with a migration background were rated by their teachers to be less socially
competent than their nonimmigrant counterparts. Increased receptive vocabulary and
FER ability were linked to greater peer social competence in both groups. In addition,
among children with a migration background, better inhibitory control was linked to
increased peer social competence, while levels of peer social competence were high among
nonimmigrant students irrespective of their inhibitory control and social cognitive skills.

Our first research question concerned possible differences in how teachers perceived
their students in terms of how they relate to their peers in a school context. In line with
studies reporting a disadvantage in this developmental domain among immigrant/ethnic
minoritized groups (e.g., [45]), we found that children with a migration background showed
lesser social skills than their nonimmigrant peers, for which there was a non-trivial effect
size. There are at least two possible interpretations of this finding. First, it has been docu-
mented that the transition to primary school can be particularly challenging for children
with a migration background due to a lack of pre-literacy skills, limited opportunities
for intergroup contact with ethnic majority children, and difficulties regarding second
language acquisition [73]. Hence, these children may experience peer rejection, which can
negatively influence their overall capacity for school adjustment [74]. Second, it could be
that teachers’ assessment of children’s social competence may be influenced by children’s
general cognitive or verbal ability. A growing number of researchers have recognized that
there is a relationship between verbal ability and social competence [75]. Gresham and
Reschly [76] proposed that social competence involves both social skills (e.g., interpersonal
skills, displaying appropriate behaviors, etc.) and adaptive competencies (e.g., academic
achievement, language development, and physical ability). Gallagher [75] asserted that
social competence can only be conceptualized in the context of language. She noted that
language and social ability are interdependent and that communication can only be un-
derstood within a given social context and vice versa. Rice, Hadley, and Alexander [77]
found that in ratings, teachers described children with language difficulties as being less
intelligent and socially competent. Thus, the fact that first- or second-generation immigrant
children generally have a lower mastery of a society’s language [78] might have contributed
to the between-group differences assessed by teachers. Furthermore, it has been shown
that teachers tend to misjudge immigrant students’ classroom behaviors and skills [79,80]
due to implicit prejudice and stereotypes, which can also lead to self-fulfilling prophecy
effects. Hence, even though these findings could be interpreted as reflecting real, existing
group differences, the less-favorable teacher perceptions of immigrant-origin children may
also indicate an underestimation of these children’s perceived social skills.

Our second research question was intended to probe the contributions of inhibitory
control, ToM, and FER to children’s social competence in relation to peers, exploring
moderation by migration background. The findings revealed that an increased ability to
recognize facial emotional expressions was linked to greater social competence as rated
by teachers, supporting previous research reporting that children’s accuracy in detecting
facial cues related to different emotions plays an essential role in social competence as it
facilitates the understanding of others’ emotional states, allowing one to regulate their
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behavior accordingly [81]. However, contrary to our expectations, we did not record
any significant effect of inhibitory control or ToM on the outcome variable. Regarding
the inhibitory control, previous research has shown that children who are able to control
their impulses according to situational demands tend to interact more successfully with
peers [82]. In our study, this ability seemed to play a role only among children with a
migration background, serving as a protective factor in the context of potential difficulties
related to marginalization or less popularity within a classroom. This result is in line
with previous research suggesting that effortful control may protect children from poor
social outcomes [83]. In relation to ToM, the available evidence suggests that being able to
imagine others’ mental states is linked to better social competence, although the findings
are mixed, with some researchers failing to replicate this pattern [84]. The null results
found in our study may reflect the shared links of ToM with language ability, which was
controlled for in our analyses. Indeed, it has been suggested that the associations between
comprehension of false beliefsand social competence reported in prior research are often
spurious as they reflect children’s verbal ability [85]. Another possible explanation is the
difference in the measurement of social competence and ToM in available studies.

In terms of moderation, while the levels of peer social competence were high among
the nonimmigrant students irrespective of their inhibitory control and social cognitive
skills, the results indicated that among immigrant-origin children, better inhibitory control
and FER skills were related to greater social competence, whereas low levels of these
abilities were linked to decreased teacher-rated peer social competence. In other words,
the beneficial role of children’s ability to control their impulses and to recognize facial
emotional expression in their successful interaction with peers was evident only among
children with a migration background. This pattern supports the view that against these
children’s potential vulnerability in relation to their school adjustment, which is attributable
to a number of environmental stressors (e.g., acculturative stress, perceived discrimination,
low social capital), EFs and social cognitive processes may represent important resources
that boost their social skills [79], even at this delicate developmental stage, when EFs are
not yet fully evolved [14]. Our results are in line with those of previous studies showing
that bilingual exposure promotes better performance in selected aspects of EFs, such as
inhibitory control [86,87].

Specifically, these children’s everyday exposure to multiple languages and cultural
milieus may facilitate the inhibition of automatic responses as well as the identification of
facial emotional cues to adapt their behaviors to different social expectations and situations
experienced at home and at school [52]. This effect, however, was not found for ToM,
indicating that this complex ability may interact with other variables not considered in this
study (e.g., empathy, self-regulation, etc., [88]) o explain levels of peer social competence
among first graders with and without a migration background.

5. Conclusions

Overall, our study provides novel evidence concerning the influence of inhibitory
control, ToM, and FER on children’s social competence in relation to peers, highlighting
patterns of associations that differed as a function of a migration background among first-
grade children. However, some limitations need to be acknowledged when interpreting
the results. First, the cross-sectional design of this study does not allow for the drawing of
conclusions regarding causality. Longitudinal studies assessing the variables associated
with peer social competence over the primary school years are warranted in order to shed
light on how changes in EFs and social cognition processes may influence the unfolding
of children’s social competence in relation to peers in this crucial developmental period.
Second, the outcome variable was rated exclusively by teachers, raising the possibility of
informant bias [89]. Ideally, future studies may include parent, self, and/or peer-report
measures to obtain a more complete picture of children’s social competence in relation to
peers given that behavior can be situation-specific and different raters may observe behavior
at different times and in different contexts [90,91]. Moreover, observational methods in the
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school context might be useful to increase ecological validity [92]. Third, the children of
immigrant descent analyzed herein originated from several countries, thus preventing us
from addressing possible effects of cultural background on the study variables due to issues
of statistical power. As there is evidence that social skills are differentially emphasized and
valued across cultures [93], further research may focus on specific ethnic groups in order
to disentangle the influence of immigration and culture-related variables on first graders’
social skills and the correlates of peer social competence. Fourth, although EFs also include
cognitive updating and flexibility, in our study, we focused solely on inhibitory control
given its theoretical and empirical relevance in modeling children’s ability to control their
impulses in response to social expectations. Furthermore, only one task was used in this
work to assess inhibitory control in order to limit children’s fatigue. Since previous research
has shown that experimental measures address relatively specific processes, future research
should include more tasks to assess inhibitory control. Also, the other two components
(i.e., attentional shifting and cognitive flexibility) may be measured to ascertain the specific
contribution of each EF to first graders’ peer social competence.

Despite these limitations, our findings contribute to a better understanding of the
factors involved in how children with and without a migration background interact with
their peers in the transition to primary school. In light of their potential disadvantage in
terms of social competence in the school setting due to both teacher bias and migration-
related factors, early interventions targeting social competence may be useful in order
to reduce behavioral and emotional problems among children throughout their primary
school years [3,4]. Furthermore, school-based training programs addressing inhibitory
control and FER skills would help boost immigrant-origin children’s ability to successfully
interact with peers. Indeed, being effective in social interactions requires children to learn
how to master many skills that underlie social competence, such as perspective adoption,
social problem solving, and facial emotion recognition. More research is needed to identify
additional variables that may promote social competence among both immigrant-origin
and non-immigrant children, especially in the presence of poor inhibitory and emotional
recognition skills.

To conclude, our study has shown the importance of assessing peer social competence
at the beginning of primary school and the role of EFs and social cognition processes,
thereby allowing for the increased comprehension of the possible differences between
children with and without a migration background.
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3. Junge, C.; Valkenburg, P.M.; Deković, M.; Branje, S. The building blocks of social competence: Contributions of the Consortium of

Individual Development. Dev. Cogn. Neurosci. 2020, 45, 100861. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
4. Rose-Krasnor, L.; Denham, S. Social-emotional competence in early childhood. In Handbook of Peer Interactions, Relationships, and

Groups; Rubin, K.H., Bukowski, W.M., Laursen, B., Eds.; N.Y. Guilford Press Sch.: New York, NY, USA, 2009; pp. 162–179.
5. Larson, K.; Russ, S.A.; Kahn, R.S.; Halfon, N. Patterns of Comorbidity, Functioning, and Service Use for US Children With ADHD,

2007. Pediatrics 2011, 127, 462–470. [CrossRef]
6. Rubin, K.H.; Barstead, M.G.; Smith, K.A.; Bowker, J.C. Peer Relations and the Behaviorally Inhibited Child. In Behavioral Inhibition:

Integrating Theory, Research, and Clinical Perspectives; Pérez-Edgar, K., Fox, N.A., Eds.; Springer International Publishing: Cham,
Switzerland, 2018; pp. 157–184. [CrossRef]

7. Warden, D.; MacKinnon, S. Prosocial children, bullies and victims: An investigation of their sociometric status, empathy and
social problem-solving strategies. Br. J. Dev. Psychol. 2003, 21, 367–385. [CrossRef]

8. Correia, K.; Marques-Pinto, A. Adaptation in the transition to school: Perspectives of parents, preschool and primary school
teachers. Educ. Res. 2016, 58, 247–264. [CrossRef]

9. Besi, M.; Sakellariou, M. Transition to Primary School the Importance of Social Skills. Int. J. Humanit. Soc. Sci. 2019, 6, 33–36.
[CrossRef]

10. Glick, J.E.; Hanish, L.D.; Yabiku, S.T.; Bradley, R.H. Migration Timing and Parenting Practices: Contributions to Social Develop-
ment in Preschoolers with Foreign-Born and Native-Born Mothers. Child Dev. 2012, 83, 1527–1542. [CrossRef]

11. Kim, E.; Han, G.; McCubbin, M.A. Korean American Maternal Acceptance—Rejection, Acculturation, and Children’s Social
Competence. Fam. Community Health 2007, 30, S33–S45. [CrossRef]

12. Miconi, D.; Moscardino, U.; Altoè, G.; Salcuni, S. Self-Construals and Social Adjustment in Immigrant and Nonimmigrant Early
Adolescents: The Moderating Role of Executive Functioning. Child Dev. 2019, 90, e37–e55. [CrossRef]

13. Pal, S.; Misra, K. Study of social competence with reference to gender. Acad. Int. Multidiscip. Res. J. 2019, 9, 5–24. [CrossRef]
14. Gioia, G.A.; Isquith, P.K.; Kenworthy, L.; Barton, R.M. Profiles of Everyday Executive Function in Acquired and Developmental

Disorders. Child Neuropsychol. 2002, 8, 121–137. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Stuss, D.T.; Alexander, M.P. Executive functions and the frontal lobes: A conceptual view. Psychol. Res. 2000, 63, 289–298.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
16. Carlson, S.M.; Wang, T.S. Inhibitory control and emotion regulation in preschool children. Cogn. Dev. 2007, 22, 489–510. [CrossRef]
17. Blandon, A.Y.; Calkins, S.D.; Grimm, K.J.; Keane, S.P.; O’Brien, M. Testing a developmental cascade model of emotional and social

competence and early peer acceptance. Dev. Psychopathol. 2010, 22, 737–748. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
18. Campbell, S.B.; Denham, S.A.; Howarth, G.Z.; Jones, S.M.; Whittaker, J.V.; Williford, A.P.; Willoughby, M.T.; Yudron, M.; Darling-

Churchill, K. Commentary on the review of measures of early childhood social and emotional development: Conceptualization,
critique, and recommendations. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol. 2016, 45, 19–41. [CrossRef]

19. Gomes, L.; Livesey, D. Exploring the link between impulsivity and peer relations in 5- and 6-year-old children. Child Care Health
Dev. 2008, 34, 763–770. [CrossRef]

20. Livesey, D.; Keen, J.; Rouse, J.; White, F. The relationship between measures of executive function, motor performance and
externalising behaviour in 5- and 6-year-old children. Hum. Mov. Sci. 2006, 25, 50–64. [CrossRef]

21. Brophy, M.; Taylor, E.; Hughes, C. To go or not to go: Inhibitory control in ‘hard to manage’ children. Infant Child Dev. 2002, 11,
125–140. [CrossRef]

22. Lewis, E.E.; Dozier, M.; Ackerman, J.; Sepulveda-Kozakowski, S. The effect of placement instability on adopted children’s
inhibitory control abilities and oppositional behavior. Dev. Psychol. 2007, 43, 1415–1427. [CrossRef]

23. Thorell, L.B.; Wåhlstedt, C. Executive functioning deficits in relation to symptoms of ADHD and/or ODD in preschool children.
Infant Child Dev. 2006, 15, 503–518. [CrossRef]

24. Rueda, M.R.; Posner, M.I.; Rothbart, M.K. The Development of Executive Attention: Contributions to the Emergence of Self-
Regulation. Dev. Neuropsychol. 2005, 28, 573–594. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Frith, C.D. Social cognition. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 2008, 363, 2033–2039. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
26. Hughes, C.; Devine, R.T. Individual Differences in Theory of Mind from Preschool to Adolescence: Achievements and Directions.

Child Dev. Perspect. 2015, 15, 503–508. [CrossRef]
27. Slaughter, V.; Dennis, M.J.; Pritchard, M. Theory of mind and peer acceptance in preschool children. Br. J. Dev. Psychol. 2002, 20,

545–564. [CrossRef]
28. Devine, R.T.; Apperly, I.A. Willing and able? Theory of mind, social motivation, and social competence in middle childhood and

early adolescence. Dev. Sci. 2022, 25, 13137. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
29. Apperly, I.A. What is “theory of mind”? Concepts, cognitive processes and individual differences. Q. J. Exp. Psychol. 2012, 65,

825–839. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470757703.ch15
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579410000416
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20883577
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcn.2020.100861
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32957027
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2010-0165
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-98077-5_8
https://doi.org/10.1348/026151003322277757
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2016.1200255
https://doi.org/10.14445/23942703/IJHSS-V6I1P107
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01789.x
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.FCH.0000264879.88687.32
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12918
https://doi.org/10.5958/2249-7137.2019.00097.1
https://doi.org/10.1076/chin.8.2.121.8727
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12638065
https://doi.org/10.1007/s004269900007
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11004882
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogdev.2007.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579410000428
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20883578
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2016.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2008.00878.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.humov.2005.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.301
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.43.6.1415
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.475
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326942dn2802_2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16144428
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2008.0005
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18292063
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12124
https://doi.org/10.1348/026151002760390945
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13137
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34235829
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2012.676055


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 651 13 of 15

30. Caputi, M.; Lecce, S.; Pagnin, A.; Banerjee, R. Longitudinal effects of theory of mind on later peer relations: The role of prosocial
behavior. Dev. Psychol. 2012, 48, 257–270. [CrossRef]

31. Roazzi, M.; Nyhof, M.; Johnson, C. Mind, Soul and Spirit: Conceptions of Immaterial Identity in Different Cultures. Int. J. Psychol.
Relig. 2013, 23, 75–86. [CrossRef]

32. Farina, E.; Belacchi, C. The relationship between emotional competence and hostile/prosocial behavior in Albanian preschoolers:
An exploratory study. Sch. Psychol. Int. 2014, 35, 475–484. [CrossRef]

33. Badenes, L.V.; Estevan, R.A.C.; García Bacete, F.J. Theory of Mind and Peer Rejection at School. Soc. Dev. 2000, 9, 271–283.
[CrossRef]

34. Astington, J.W. Sometimes necessary, never sufficient: False-belief understanding and social competence. In Individual Differences
in Theory of Mind: Implications for Typical and Atypical Development; Macquarie Monographs in Cognitive Science; Psychology Press:
New York, NY, USA, 2003; pp. 13–38.

35. Veenstra, R.; Lindenberg, S.; Oldehinkel, A.J.; De Winter, A.F.; Verhulst, F.C.; Ormel, J. Prosocial and antisocial behavior in
preadolescence: Teachers’ and parents’perceptions of the behavior of girls and boys. Int. J. Behav. Dev. 2008, 32, 243–251.
[CrossRef]

36. Eisenberg, N.; Fabes, R.A. Emotion Regulation and Children’s Socioemotional Competence. In Child Psychology: A Handbook of
Contemporary Issues, 2nd ed.; Psychology Press: New York, NY, USA, 2006; pp. 357–381.

37. Barrett, L.F.; Adolphs, R.; Marsella, S.; Martinez, A.M.; Pollak, S.D. Emotional Expressions Reconsidered: Challenges to Inferring
Emotion from Human Facial Movements. Psychol. Sci. Public Interest 2019, 20, 1–68. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

38. Denham, S.A. Emotional Development in Young Children; Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 1998.
39. McDowell, D.J.; O’Neil, R.; Parke, R.D. Display Rule Application in a Disappointing Situation and Children’s Emotional Reactivity:

Relations with Social Competence. Merrill-Palmer Q. 2000, 46, 306–324.
40. Denham, S.A. Dealing with Feelings: How Children Negotiate the Worlds of Emotions and Social Relationships; George Mason University:

Fairfax, VA, USA, 2007.
41. Wang, X.; Xing, W.; Laffey, J.M. Autistic youth in 3D game-based collaborative virtual learning: Associating avatar interaction

patterns with embodied social presence. Br. J. Educ. Technol. 2018, 49, 742–760. [CrossRef]
42. Razza, R.A.; Blair, C. Associations among false-belief understanding, executive function, and social competence: A longitudinal

analysis. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol. 2009, 30, 332–343. [CrossRef]
43. He, H.; Usami, S.; Rikimaru, V.; Jiang, L. Cultural Roots of Parenting: Mothers’ Parental Social Cognitions and Practices from

Western US and Shanghai/China. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 565040. [CrossRef]
44. Rouse, H.L.; Fantuzzo, J.W. Validity of the dynamic indicators for basic early literacy skills as an indicator of early literacy for

urban kindergarten children. Sch. Psychol. Rev. 2006, 35, 341–361. [CrossRef]
45. Chen, X.; Tse, H.C.H. Social and psychological adjustment of Chinese Canadian children. Int. J. Behav. Dev. 2010, 34, 330–338.

[CrossRef]
46. Parmar, P.; Harkness, S.; Super, C.M. Asian and Euro-American parents’ ethnotheories of play and learning: Effects on preschool

children’s home routines and school behaviour. Int. J. Behav. Dev. 2004, 28, 97–104. [CrossRef]
47. West, J.; Denton, K.; Reaney, L.M. The Kindergarten Year: Findings from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten

Class of 1998–1999; NCES 2001-023; National Center for Education Statistics: Washington, DC, USA, 2000. Available online:
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED546029 (accessed on 20 February 2023).

48. Moscardino, U.; Miconi, D.; Carraro, L. Implicit and explicit self-construals in Chinese-heritage and Italian nonimmigrant early
adolescents: Associations with self-esteem and prosocial behavior. Dev. Psychol. 2020, 56, 1397. [CrossRef]

49. Alqarni, N.; Dewaele, J.M. A bilingual emotional advantage? An investigation into the effects of psychological and linguistic
factors in emotion perception in English of Arabic-English bilinguals and English monolinguals. Int. J. Biling. 2018, 24, 141–158.
[CrossRef]

50. Ware, A.T.; Kirkovski, M.; Lum, J.A.G. Meta-Analysis Reveals a Bilingual Advantage That Is Dependent on Task and Age. Front.
Psychol. 2020, 11, 1458. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

51. Cabrera, N.J. Positive Development of Minority Children. Social Policy Report; Volume 27, Number 2; Society for Research in Child
Development: Ann Arbor, MI, USA, 2013. Available online: https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED595620 (accessed on 12 February 2023).

52. Fuligni, A.J.; Tsai, K.M. Developmental Flexibility in the Age of Globalization: Autonomy and Identity Development among
Immigrant Adolescents. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2015, 66, 411–431. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

53. Guyer, A.E.; Jarcho, J.M.; Bukowski, W.M.; Laursen, B.; Rubin, K.H. Neuroscience and peer relations. In Handbook of Peer
Interactions, Relationships, and Groups; Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 2018; pp. 177–199.

54. Rubin, K.H.; Coplan, R.J.; Bowker, J.C. Social Withdrawal in Childhood. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2009, 60, 141–171. [CrossRef]
55. Galindo, C.; Fuller, B. The social competence of Latino kindergartners and growth in mathematical understanding. Dev. Psychol.

2010, 46, 579–592. [CrossRef]
56. Rhoades, B.L.; Greenberg, M.T.; Domitrovich, C.E. The contribution of inhibitory control to preschoolers’ social–emotional

competence. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol. 2009, 30, 310–320. [CrossRef]
57. Kokkinos, C.M.; Antoniadou, N.; Asdre, A.; Voulgaridou, K. Parenting and Internet Behavior Predictors of Cyber-Bullying and

Cyber-Victimization among Preadolescents. Deviant Behav. 2016, 37, 439–455. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025402
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2013.735504
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034313511011
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9507.00125
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025408089274
https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100619832930
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31313636
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12646
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2008.12.020
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.565040
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2006.12087971
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025409337546
https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250344000307
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED546029
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000937
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006918813597
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01458
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32793026
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED595620
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010814-015111
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25061672
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.60.110707.163642
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017821
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2008.12.012
https://doi.org/10.1080/01639625.2015.1060087


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 651 14 of 15

58. Abdi, B. Gender differences in social skills, problem behaviours and academic competence of Iranian kindergarten children based
on their parent and teacher ratings. Soc. Behav. Sci. 2010, 5, 1175–1179. [CrossRef]

59. Mostow, A.J.; Izard, C.E.; Fine, S.; Trentacosta, C.J. Modeling Emotional, Cognitive, and Behavioral Predictors of Peer Acceptance.
Child Dev. 2002, 73, 1775–1787. [CrossRef]

60. Bradley, R.H.; Corwyn, R.F. Socioeconomic Status and Child Development. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2002, 53, 371–399. [CrossRef]
61. Carlson, S.M.; Moses, L.J. Individual Differences in Inhibitory Control and Children’s Theory of Mind. Child Dev. 2001, 72,

1032–1053. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
62. Harter, S. Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents: Manual and Questionnaires; University of Denver, Department of Psychology:

Denver, CO, USA, 2012.
63. Usai, M.C.; Viterbori, P.; Gandolfi, E.; Traverso, L. FE-PS 2-6: Batteria per la Valutazione delle Funzioni Esecutive in età Prescolare;

Edizioni Centro Studi Erickson: Trento, Italy, 2017.
64. Brooks, B.L.; Sherman, E.M.S.; Strauss, E. NEPSY-II: A Developmental Neuropsychological Assessment, Second Edition. Child

Neuropsychol. 2009, 16, 80–101. [CrossRef]
65. Dunn, L.; Dunn, L. Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test–Revised; American Guidance Service: Circle Pines, MN, USA, 1981.
66. Stella, G.; Pizzoli, C.; Tressoldi, P.E. Peabody Test di Vocabolario Recettivo; Omega Edizioni: Torino, Italy, 2000.
67. Long, J.A. Interactions: Comprehensive, User-Friendly Toolkit for Probing Interactions. 2021. Available online: https://CRAN.R-

project.org/package=interactions (accessed on 25 January 2023).
68. Moore, K.A.; Lippman, L.; Brown, B. Indicators of Child Well-Being: The Promise for Positive Youth Development. Ann. Am.

Acad. Pol. Soc. Sci. 2004, 591, 125–145. [CrossRef]
69. Malecki, C.K.; Elliot, S.N. Children’s social behaviors as predictors of academic achievement: A longitudinal analysis. Sch. Psychol.

Q. 2002, 17, 1–23. [CrossRef]
70. Huston, A.C.; Ripke, M.N. Middle Childhood: Contexts of Development. In Developmental Contexts in Middle Childhood: Bridges to

Adolescence and Adulthood; Cambridge Studies in Social and Emotional Development; Cambridge University Press: New York, NY,
USA, 2006; pp. 1–22. [CrossRef]

71. Blumberg, S.J.; Carle, A.C.; O’Connor, K.S.; Moore, K.A.; Lippman, L.H. Social Competence: Development of an Indicator for
Children and Adolescents. Child Indic. Res. 2008, 1, 176–197. [CrossRef]

72. Dimitrova, R.; Chasiotis, A.; van de Vijver, F. Adjustment Outcomes of Immigrant Children and Youth in Europe. Eur. Psychol.
2016, 21, 150–162. [CrossRef]

73. Crosnoe, R.; Ansari, A. Family Socioeconomic Status, Immigration, and Children’s Transitions into School. Fam. Relat. 2016, 65,
73–84. [CrossRef]

74. Kawabata, Y.; Crick, N.R. Direct and interactive links between cross-ethnic friendships and peer rejection, internalizing symptoms,
and academic engagement among ethnically diverse children. Cultur. Divers. Ethnic Minor. Psychol. 2015, 21, 191–200. [CrossRef]

75. Gallagher, T.M. Language skill and the development of social competence in school-age children. Lang. Speech Hear. Serv. Sch.
1993, 24, 199–205. [CrossRef]

76. Gresham, F.M.; Reschly, D.J. Dimensions of social competence: Method factors in the assessment of adaptive behavior, social
skills, and peer acceptance. J. Sch. Psychol. 1987, 25, 367–381. [CrossRef]

77. Rice, M.L.; Hadley, P.A.; Alexander, A.L. Social biases toward children with speech and language impairments: A correlative
causal model of language limitations. Appl. Psycholinguist. 1993, 14, 445–471. [CrossRef]

78. Hoff, E. Bilingual development in children of immigrant families. Child Dev. Perspect. 2018, 12, 80–86. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
79. Brandmiller, C.; Dumont, H.; Becker, M. Teacher Perceptions of Learning Motivation and Classroom Behavior: The Role of

Student Characteristics. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 2020, 63, 101893. [CrossRef]
80. Gentrup, S.; Rjosk, C. Pygmalion and the gender gap: Do teacher expectations contribute to differences in achievement between

boys and girls at the beginning of schooling? Educ. Res. Eval. 2018, 24, 295–323. [CrossRef]
81. Camras, L.A.; Halberstadt, A.G. Emotional development through the lens of affective social competence. Curr. Opin. Psychol.

2017, 17, 113–117. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
82. Acar, I.H.; Kutaka, T.S.; Rudasill, K.M.; Torquati, J.C.; Coplan, R.J.; Yıldız, S. Examining the roles of child temperament and

teacher-child relationships as predictors of Turkish children’s social competence and antisocial behavior. Curr. Psychol. 2020, 39,
2231–2245. [CrossRef]

83. Wilson, B.J.; Dauterman, H.A.; Frey, K.S.; Rutter, T.M.; Myers, J.; Zhou, V.; Bisi, E. Effortful control moderates the relation between
negative emotionality and socially appropriate behavior. J. Exp. Child Psychol. 2021, 207, 105119. [CrossRef]

84. Newton, E.; Jenvey, V. Play and theory of mind: Associations with social competence in young children. Early Child Dev. Care
2011, 181, 761–773. [CrossRef]

85. Devine, R.T.; White, N.; Ensor, R.; Hughes, C. Theory of mind in middle childhood: Longitudinal associations with executive
function and social competence. Dev. Psychol. 2016, 52, 758–771. [CrossRef]

86. Martin-Rhee, M.; Bialystok, E. The development of two types of inhibitory control in monolingual and bilingual children. Biling.
Lang. Cogn. 2008, 11, 81–93. [CrossRef]

87. Poulin-Dubois, D.; Blaye, A.; Coutya, J.; Bialystok, E. The effects of bilingualism on toddlers’ executive functioning. J. Exp. Child
Psychol. 2011, 108, 567–579. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.07.256
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00505
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.53.100901.135233
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00333
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11480933
https://doi.org/10.1080/09297040903146966
https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=interactions
https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=interactions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203260103
https://doi.org/10.1521/scpq.17.1.1.19902
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511499760.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-007-9007-x
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000246
https://doi.org/10.1111/fare.12171
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038451
https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461.2404.199
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-4405(87)90038-0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716400010699
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12262
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29805472
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101893
https://doi.org/10.1080/13803611.2018.1550840
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.07.003
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28950956
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-9901-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2021.105119
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2010.486898
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000105
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728907003227
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2010.10.009
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21122877


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 651 15 of 15

88. Weimer, A.A.; Warnell, K.R.; Ettekal, I.; Cartwright, K.B.; Guajardo, N.R.; Liew, J. Correlates and antecedents of theory of mind
development during middle childhood and adolescence: An integrated model. Dev. Rev. 2021, 59, 100945. [CrossRef]

89. Driessen, G. Teacher ethnicity, student ethnicity, and student outcomes. Intercult. Educ. 2015, 26, 179–191. [CrossRef]
90. Achenbach, T.M.; Edelbrock, C.; Howell, C.T. Empirically based assessment of the behavioral/emotional problems of 2- and

3-year-old children. J. Abnorm. Child Psychol. 1987, 15, 629–650. [CrossRef]
91. Renk, K. Cross-Informant Ratings of the Behavior of Children and Adolescents: The “Gold Standard”. J. Child Fam. Stud. 2005, 14,

457–468. [CrossRef]
92. McCoy, D.C. Measuring Young Children’s Executive Function and Self-Regulation in Classrooms and Other Real-World Settings.

Clin. Child Fam. Psychol. Rev. 2019, 22, 63–74. [CrossRef]
93. Chen, X.; French, D.C. Children’s Social Competence in Cultural Context. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2008, 59, 591–616. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2020.100945
https://doi.org/10.1080/14675986.2015.1048049
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00917246
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-005-7182-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-019-00285-1
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.59.103006.093606

	Introduction 
	Inhibitory Control, Social Cognition, and Peer Social Competence 
	The Role of Migration Background in Social Competence 
	The Current Study 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Procedure 
	Materials 
	Outcome Variable 
	Independent Variables 
	Control Variables 


	Results 
	Descriptive Statistics 
	Group Comparison 
	Regression Analysis 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

