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Social and emotional learning is crucial for healthy development. Prior work has demonstrated that linguistic
input (including emotion and mental state language) is beneficial for early social and emotional learning. In this
Perspectives article, we build on existing research and consider the diverse ways in which emotion and mental
state language can influence social and emotional learning. Namely, we discuss the importance of considering the
content of language, the context in which language occurs, and the broader sociocultural factors of children’s early

environments. By taking a more nuanced approach to understanding the influence of emotion and mental state
language in social and emotional learning, this article aims to more comprehensively characterize how we can
support social and emotional learning through everyday conversations with children. Ultimately, this will allow
for advancements in research, practice, and policy to better help parents and educators guide social and
emotional development through the linguistic input that they provide to children.

Impact statement

Helping children to learn social and emotional skills is important for
long-term development. One way to help children learn these skills is
through our everyday conversations. This article highlights important
factors to consider beyond just the amount of language children may
hear. Specifically, we discuss how different types of emotion and mental
state language may influence social and emotional learning, as well as
the importance of considering the context in which the language occurs
and the child’s broader environment. Through this framing, we hope to
help promote children’s social and emotional learning through everyday
language.

From their first years, children engage in social and emotional
learning, allowing them to develop critical skills associated with healthy
long-term development. Social and emotional learning (SEL) broadly
refers to the growing ability to understand and manage emotions, as well
as the ability to form and maintain positive social relationships. SEL
includes social and emotional processes such as self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible de-
cision making (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning, 2013; Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Although social and
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emotional skills develop continuously across the lifespan, these skills
undergo the most rapid developmental change across infancy and the
preschool years (Denham & Burton, 2003). In the first months of life,
infants learn to discriminate between different categories of facial con-
figurations (e.g., Farroni et al., 2007; Young-Browne et al., 1977). By
their first birthday, they begin to use the emotional reactions of others to
guide their own actions (Mumme & Fernald, 2003; Sorce et al., 1985),
and by 3 to 5 years, they learn to use appropriate labels to identify
various facial configurations (Widen, 2013; Widen & Russell, 2008).
As children learn about the meaning of emotions, they also learn to
regulate their own emotional responses (Klein et al., 2018), and they
develop a greater capacity to understand the emotions and mental states
of others, allowing them to better engage in healthy social interactions
(Cavioni et al., 2020). Social and emotional skills then continue to
develop beyond the preschool years, with emotion understanding
among early school-age children predicting more positive peer re-
lationships (Cassidy et al., 1992), academic success (Denham et al.,
2010; Oberle et al., 2014), moral reasoning (Lane et al., 2010), and
sympathy (Eggum et al., 2011). Altogether, early developing emotional
skills lay the foundation for children’s social and emotional functioning.
In fact, recent reports indicate a broader recognition of the importance
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of early social and emotional learning, as the majority of school districts
in the United States now include some sort of SEL program or curriculum
to hone these skills (Schwartz et al., 2022). Because research has already
demonstrated the importance of social and emotional learning, partic-
ularly early in development, the next step is to better understand the
factors that may influence and promote social and emotional skills
across the lifespan.

Researchers are increasingly recognizing the importance of chil-
dren’s everyday interactions, and in particular the input that children
receive, for understanding developmental processes and learning,
including SEL. Indeed, the input children receive can change over the
course of development (Oakes, 2017), and changes to the input itself can
create new contexts for learning (Smith et al., 2018). One specific type of
input that may be particularly important for shaping children’s social
and emotional learning is language (LoBue & Ogren, 2022). Children’s
language abilities develop from infancy into early childhood alongside
social and emotional skills (Frank et al., 2017), and developmental
change in both the language input received from caregivers and the
language produced by children likely facilitate children’s learning about
social and emotional concepts (Ogren & Johnson, 2020). Supporting this
notion, research has found links between children’s developing lan-
guage skills and socioemotional outcomes (Cole et al., 2010; De Rosnay
& Hughes, 2006). More specifically, language about emotions and mental
states (i.e., talk about emotions, thoughts, desires, intentions) appears to
play a particularly important role in early social and emotional learning
(Streubel et al., 2020).

Because emotions and other social concepts are abstract, learning
about them involves identifying which abstract features are important
for each category, and which are not. This is further complicated by the
fact that instances of a single emotional or social category are highly
variable. According to recent theoretical work, emotion language input
might help highlight similarities across highly variable emotional
events, thereby aiding learning (Brown, 1958; Hoemann et al., 2019).
For example, although people express sadness in different ways, if a
child hears the word “sad” used to describe various instances of sadness,
this may help to draw their attention to the important similarities. In this
way, language is thought to influence emotional learning by helping
children make sense of variability across contexts (Barrett, 2017).

In support of this idea, prior research has shown that the overall
quantity of emotion and mental state language that children hear and
produce predicts social and emotional learning outcomes. For example,
3-year-old children who hear emotion words are better at categorizing
emotional facial configurations (Price et al., 2022) and at pairing faces
to emotional scenarios (Ogren & Sandhofer, 2022). Additionally, from
infancy to age 3, children who hear more emotion words from their
caregivers tend to produce more emotion words themselves (Ogren &
Sandhofer, 2021). Indeed, prior research has shown that the best pre-
dictor of children’s mental state language at 33 months was maternal
mental state language at 15- and 24-months (Taumoepeau & Ruffman,
2006, 2008). Further work has demonstrated that the number of words
that children know or can produce is strongly related to their under-
standing of emotions (Cutting & Dunn, 1999; Pons et al., 2003), and it
has become commonplace for studies of emotional development to co-
vary for the number of words that children know or say when examining
emotional development (e.g., Denham et al., 1994; Steele et al., 1999).
Taken together, this work suggests that hearing and producing a greater
quantity of emotion and mental state language is beneficial for early
social and emotional learning. However, we know that emotion lan-
guage input is complex and context dependent, suggesting that the
amount of emotion language is not the only important feature supporting
social and emotional learning.

In this review, we build upon previous work that has demonstrated
the role of emotion and mental state language input on social and
emotional learning across early development. Importantly, we first
move beyond considering just the quantity of emotion and mental state
language, and we present a perspective wherein we consider the ways
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that the specific content of the language that children hear, including the
valence, framing, and contingency of language, can influence children’s
social and emotional outcomes. We next emphasize the importance of
considering how the context in which language occurs, such as with a
parent or sibling at home versus a teacher at school, can differentially
shape SEL outcomes. Finally, we discuss how the broader sociocultural
factors of children’s early environments shape when and how emotion
and mental state language is embedded in children’s social and
emotional world. For example, familial values, parental education, and
cultural identity are just a few sociocultural factors that shape day-to-
day social interactions across the many communities to which one be-
longs, from the family unit, to the neighborhood in which one lives, and
even the country of residence.

To address these ideas, the current review focuses primarily on
existing research with young children, particularly in the preschool age
range, as a large body of work has examined SEL and language with
these ages. However, research with infants and older children is used to
supplement these findings when relevant. Further, the review aims to
examine how language input shapes a wide range of social and
emotional learning outcomes, and deliberately employs a broad
perspective to demonstrate how emotion and mental state language
shapes children’s learning across a variety of SEL outcomes. Further,
direct measures of emotion and mental state language are included
when possible, and implicit measures of this input (e.g., parent report,
descriptions of curricula, cultural norms) are used to support links be-
tween SEL and language in the absence of more direct measures. By
considering the complex role of emotion and mental state language in
children’s social and emotional learning, we can better characterize how
language supports social and emotional learning. Ultimately, this will
allow for advancements in research, practice, and policy to better help
parents and educators guide children’s social and emotional develop-
ment through their everyday social interactions.

Content: language dynamics

First, we will discuss how the impact of emotion language on chil-
dren’s social and emotional learning varies based on the content of the
linguistic input that children receive. We will consider the valence of
such linguistic input, the framing and elaboration of emotion talk,
including parents offering explanations to causes of emotions, discussing
the consequences of emotions, and asking open-ended or causal ques-
tions about emotions, and the contingency between the content of
parental emotion language and children’s emotional displays. Further,
we will discuss how such emotion language dynamics, including the
valence, framing, and contingency of the language that children hear,
relates to various socioemotional outcomes such as how children learn
from and respond to different kinds of emotional input.

Valence of emotion talk

One of the most important features of emotion language that shapes
children’s social and emotional learning is the valence of the emotional
content. Specifically, a large body of literature has examined how the
use of positive and negative language can have different implications for
how children engage with and learn about their social and emotional
world. For example, positive parental expressiveness, as indexed by both
observations of parental vocal and facial expressions of happiness and
parents’ self-report of positive emotion displays (e.g., the frequency of
telling family members how happy they are), has been associated with 3-
to 4-year-old children’s emotion knowledge (Denham & Kochanoff,
2002).

Positive emotion language has also been shown to have a positive
impact on children’s emotion regulation. A study by Garner et al. (2008)
reported that 3- to 5-year-old children with mothers who used more
positive emotional themes (e.g., happiness, interest, excitement) during
storybook reading were less likely to incorrectly attribute anger to
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non-angry vignettes, potentially because this helps invite children to
make positive rather than negative social evaluations. These children
also tended to be less physically aggressive when interacting with their
peers in a play task (Garner et al., 2008). Similarly, parents’ positive
emotional expressiveness—including the use of positive emotion words
and the display of positive nonverbal expressions—is associated with
children’s greater use of self-regulation strategies in a frustration task
(Shin et al., 2023). In addition to benefiting children’s emotion regu-
lation, positive emotion language has also been linked to children’s
developing self-concept. For example, when parents more frequently
refer to and affirm their children’s past positive emotions (e.g., asking
“What made you happy on your birthday?”), 5- to 6-year-old children
show higher levels of self-esteem (Reese et al., 2007).

Although much of the research in this domain is focused on how
positive emotion talk is linked to the promotion of SEL skills, negative
emotion talk can also impact early social and emotional learning.
Although less often discussed within the context of SEL, hearing nega-
tive emotional language input has been linked to negative social and
emotional outcomes for children, including fear and anxiety (e.g., Muris
et al., 2010; Aktar et al., 2022). For example, children’s fear of a novel
animal increases after hearing negative emotion language and decreases
after hearing positive emotion language (Muris et al., 2003; Muris et al.,
2010). Naturalistic studies of parent-child conversations have also re-
ported that 4- to 6-year-old children receive more negative language
input about commonly feared animals during their everyday experi-
ences, and that reducing negative input from parents has the potential to
reduce children’s fear of these animals (Conrad et al., 2021; Reider et al.,
2022). Research has also documented the role of negative emotion
language in children’s fear of other stimuli, including fear of strangers.
For example, when presented with two strangers paired with either
negative language (e.g., “a grouchy person”) or positive language (e.g.,
“a nice person”), children reported more fear for the stranger paired
with negative language (Aktar et al., 2022).

Altogether, these results suggest that parental talk about positive
emotions may play an important role in the promotion of young chil-
dren’s emotion understanding, their developing emotion regulation
abilities, and self-esteem skills that are critical for healthy interactions in
children’s social world. Likewise, negative emotion language may shape
children’s SEL skills in ways that impact emotion regulation and social
skills.

Framing of emotion language

In addition to the valence of emotion language provided to children,
another critical aspect of emotion language to consider is the broader
conversational structure in which emotion words are situated (i.e.,
emotion language framing), and how this linguistic structure supports
children’s emotion talk, emotion understanding, and social interactions.
One recent study reported that caregivers embedded emotion labels in a
network of utterances that contained sentences and words of similar
emotional valence by, for example, using words like “mess” or “crying”
in the same sentence as negative emotion labels like “mad” or “sad”.
Importantly, embedding emotion words in a valenced linguistic context
facilitated 16- to 30-month-old toddlers’ learning and later production
of emotion labels and emotion-related words (Nencheva et al., 2023).
This suggests that single emotion words often exist within a broader
emotional context, and that considering this linguistic context (as
opposed to just the use of emotion words themselves) is valuable for
understanding children’s SEL.

Furthermore, parents often engage in even more elaborative forms of
emotion talk with their children, which involves offering causal expla-
nations for emotions, or discussing the consequences of emotional
expressiveness and emotion regulation (Denham & Liverette, 2019;
Eisenberg et al., 1998; Reschke et al., 2023). Such parental elaborations
can in turn affect children’s SEL. For example, mothers who provide
more affective explanations for others’ distress (e.g., “You made Doug

Social and Emotional Learning: Research, Practice, and Policy 4 (2024) 100061

cry”’; “It’s not nice to bite”) have toddlers who demonstrate more
reparative behaviors when they cause distress in others, and more
altruistic behaviors when they are the bystanders in a distress-inducing
scenario (Zahn-Waxler et al., 1979). Likewise, mothers’ emotion ex-
planations (e.g., “She is angry because he is pulling her shirt”) and
elaboration about emotion are related to preschool-aged children’s
emotion understanding (Denham et al., 1994), their representations of
social relationships (Laible and Song, 2006), and trends toward more
prosocial behavior towards peers (Garner et al., 2008). Finally, discus-
sing a diverse variety of emotion themes and engaging in causal dis-
cussions of emotional states during natural interactions at age 3 both
predict children’s ability to recognize emotions at age 6 (Dunn et al.,
1991). Asking open-ended or causal questions about emotions produces
similar positive effects. For example, parental use of causal questions
about emotions (e.g., “Why is she scared?”) is positively related to in-
fants’ productive emotional vocabulary (Ruba et al., 2022) and to
children’s emotion talk (Reschke et al., 2023).

Altogether, this work suggests that providing children with addi-
tional linguistic context for emotion words and engaging in more elab-
orate conversations about causes and consequences of emotional
expressions can contribute to children’s SEL. Further research suggests
that this more in-depth framing of emotion language might be particu-
larly important for negative emotions. For example, in a longitudinal
study by Lagattuta and Wellman (2002), parents consistently demon-
strated more elaborations and engaged in higher quality conversations
when discussing negative emotions compared to positive ones with their
2- to 5-year-old children. More specifically, parents included more
open-ended questions about the causes and nature of emotions, referred
to emotions of other people, discussed the link between emotions and
other mental states more frequently, and used more emotion words
when discussing negative as opposed to positive emotions. Similarly,
another study with preschoolers found that parent-child reminiscing
about past negative experiences involved more parental validations of
emotions and discussions about the causes of emotions when compared
to reminiscing about past positive experiences (Laible, 2011). Such
patterns of parental emotion language can have implications for how
children understand, discuss, and learn to regulate negative emotions
themselves.

Elaborations for positive emotions, albeit less frequent, have been
associated with positive SEL outcomes as well. Reese and colleagues
(2007) found a positive relationship between parental explanations for
children’s past positive emotions and the development of children’s self-
esteem, as making sense of past positive experiences may help children
construct a more positive evaluation of self. Hernandez et al. (2018) also
reported that parents’ verbal coaching and explaining about children’s
positive and negative emotions during a reminiscing task helped miti-
gate the development of internalizing problems in children.

Contingency of emotion language

From the research reviewed thus far, it is clear that the valence and
framing of emotion language contribute to children’s SEL, but further
research suggests that the contingency of parental emotion language (i.
e., when/how language occurs relative to children’s emotional display)
can also help build emotion understanding. For example, research with
preschoolers reported that parental emotional responsiveness during
natural parent-child interactions, specifically parents’ positive rein-
forcement of children’s emotional expressiveness (e.g., acknowledging
children’s emotions or offering praise) predicted children’s overall so-
cial competence as rated by teachers (Denham et al., 1997). Thus, it is
important to consider not only precisely what language children are
hearing, but also whether the content of that language relates to what
the child is experiencing at that moment.

Parental dismissal of children’s emotional expressiveness, defined as
verbal statements that discourage, criticize or invalidate children’s
emotions (Lunkenheimer et al., 2007), can have adverse effects on the
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development of children’s emotion understanding, as well as internal-
izing and externalizing problems such as emotion regulation and
behavioral issues. For instance, parents’ negative reinforcement of
preschoolers’ emotions (e.g., verbally discouraging emotional displays)
is negatively associated with children’s emotion knowledge (Denham
et al., 1997). Likewise, parents who adopt a punitive response towards
children’s display of negative emotions (e.g., telling the child that if they
start crying, then they will have to go to their room immediately) or a
minimizing response (e.g., telling the child that they are overreacting)
have preschoolers who are rated by parents as having higher levels of
negative affect, and who are more likely to engage in escape behaviors
when upset (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1994).

In older (8- to 11-year-old) children, parental dismissal of negative
emotions during parent-child conversations (e.g., “It wasn’t anything to
get upset over”) is a risk factor for difficulty with emotion regulation and
can lead to higher externalizing problems (Lunkenheimer et al., 2007).
Similarly, parental dismissal of positive emotions (e.g., verbal repri-
manding) is related to higher levels of internalizing and externalizing
problems in late childhood (Vi et al., 2016), and to the use of mal-
adaptive emotion regulation strategies and higher levels of depressive
symptoms in early adolescence (Yap et al., 2008). Importantly, Lun-
kenheimer and colleagues (2007) found that parental verbal emotion
coaching of negative emotions can buffer against the adverse effects of
emotion dismissal. Thus, it is important to situate the content of parental
language in specific situations of parent-child interactions, as positive
and negative parental reactions can have distinct effects on children’s
emotional development.

Thus far, the research presented indicates that the specific content of
emotion language that children hear holds important implications for
their social and emotional development. However, it is important to also
note that most of these studies are correlational in nature and primarily
investigated the effect of maternal emotion language input. Further, the
participants (exc. Lunkenheimer et al., 2007; Reschke et al., 2023) were
predominantly white and middle- to upper-class families. Nevertheless,
these studies do provide initial evidence to suggest that the use of pos-
itive versus negative emotion language as well as the framing and
contingency of emotion language likely influence how children receive,
learn from, and respond to emotional input. However, social and
emotional learning does not occur in a vacuum, nor do conversations
surrounding emotions and mental states. Rather, the language in chil-
dren’s everyday environments is provided by specific individuals and is
embedded within particular contexts.

Language across everyday contexts

This section considers how emotion and mental state language vary
across everyday contexts where conversations between adults and
children occur, and how that variation affects SEL. Specifically, we
highlight two everyday contexts that young children are likely to
encounter— at home with parents and at school with teachers—and
discuss how emotion and mental state language across these contexts
relate to social and emotional learning.

At Home

Across the first years of life, most children spend the majority of their
time with caregivers, making the home environment an important place
for children to learn social and emotional skills. Parent-child conversa-
tions at home contribute to an interactive environment where children
have unique opportunities to engage in SEL across different everyday
activities, including reading out loud and playing together (Li et al.,
2023). In the United States, over 80 % of children are read to by a family
member two or more times per week, suggesting that reading is a
common activity where conversations with children take place (U.S.
Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Education Statistics, 2021; Young et al., 1998). Reading
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together allows parents to engage in guided SEL that might not other-
wise occur. Parent-child reading aloud allows children to gain valuable
experience with emotion language, which can ultimately influence their
socioemotional development (Baker, 2013).

In fact, researchers have found that parents often label emotions and
mental states when reading with their children, and these studies report
that using emotion labels while reading with their children may support
children’s prosocial behavior (Drummond et al., 2014). For example,
studies have shown that mothers’ use of emotion and mental state lan-
guage while reading a book with their preschool-aged child is positively
related to children’s empathy (Aram & Shapira, 2012), as well as chil-
dren’s talk about self-conscious emotions (Cooper et al., 2023). More-
over, when parents ask children to label and explain the emotions
depicted in a book, toddlers demonstrate more prosocial behaviors such
as helping and sharing (Brownell et al., 2013). However, it is worth
noting that the lack of access to books and underutilized public libraries
in low-SES neighborhoods may put lower-income children at a disad-
vantage in terms of SEL in the context of reading aloud with caregivers
(Neuman & Moland, 2019).

Luckily, book reading is not the only context in which parents can
promote SEL through emotion language at home. An additional context
through which children learn is play. During play with caregivers,
children often learn via modeling of appropriate behaviors as well as
direct communication. For example, a parent might say "Is the boy sad?”
or “Aw, that hurts Dolly!” (Beeghly et al., 1986). Like book reading,
parents’ use of emotion language when playing together is associated
with greater helping behavior in young children (Drummond et al.,
2014). Further, interventions to increase parent-child play from 0- to 3-
years of age among low-income families, including when reading out
loud together and during free play interactions, resulted in enhanced
socioemotional skills (e.g., social skills and reduced externalizing be-
haviors) that persisted into early childhood (Mendelsohn et al., 2018).
Additionally, a play-based training program in Hong Kong found that
providing parents with training for how to play with their children
effectively through emotion coaching and expressive responsiveness (e.
g., labeling the child’s emotion) positively influenced children’s socio-
emotional skills (Chan et al., 2021).

Another everyday play experience that allows parents and children
to engage in emotion language at home is through playful interactions
with their pets. Pet ownership is associated with various social and
emotional benefits (e.g., social bonding and support), for humans across
their lifespans (Melson, 2020; Purewal et al., 2017). Notably, a recent
study by Reider et al. (2023) found that parents used more emotion and
mental state language with their 18-month to 5-year-old children when
playing with their pet dog than with a lifelike toy. Thus, time spent
playing with pets might be another common household context that
promotes conversations about emotions and mental states, supporting
adaptive social and emotional learning outcomes. Collectively, these
findings not only highlight the prevalence and impact of emotion lan-
guage on children’s social behaviors, but they also demonstrate how the
context of conversations shapes emotion language input and subsequent
SEL outcomes.

At School

Thus far, we have shown that children receive and learn from
emotional language across everyday activities at home. However, as
children age, they begin to spend less time at home and more time at
school. The school environment is not only novel compared to the home,
but it is also a place where emotion and mental state language input
from teachers differs from language received from parents. Researchers
consistently find that teachers use more mental state and emotion lan-
guage than parents across various activities—including reading—which
is likely due to their formal training (Andrews et al., 2020; Ziv et al.,
2014), and teachers’ use of mental state language with students in
middle childhood is related to children’s theory of mind (Lecce et al.,
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2021). Further, negative language input from early elementary school
teachers relates to children’s emotional problems later in life (Brendgen
et al., 2007). Thus, school-based language and learning can have
long-lasting impacts on children’s SEL. As a result of findings like these,
schools have begun to implement SEL curriculums to enhance teachers’
ability to communicate emotion language through books and lessons (e.
g., puppet shows); these programs are designed to directly teach chil-
dren skills such as emotion understanding and prosocial behavior
(Bierman et al., 2008; Denham et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2010). In studies
comparing several of these programs, approaches that encourage
teachers to use more emotion language with preschoolers (e.g., “That
must have really hurt. It's okay to cry sometimes”) report
preschool-aged children with more positive emotions and fewer nega-
tive emotions (Garner et al.,, 2019; Jacobs & Struyf, 2013). Most
importantly, these approaches predicted higher emotional competence
in kindergarten (Garner et al., 2019), increased emotion understanding
and prosocial behavior (Bierman et al., 2008), and more positive atti-
tudes towards classmates, teachers, and school in general (Yang et al.,
2018).

It is important to note, however, that preschool teachers tend to use a
low frequency of emotion language in the classroom (Yelinek & Grady,
2019), and rather use more mental state talk; however, when emotion
language is used, teachers typically refer to their own emotions and not
the children’s (King & La Paro, 2015). In fact, some teachers discourage
emotion language, which is related to lower social emotional compe-
tence in children (King & La Paro, 2018). As a result, several programs
have been tailored to train teachers to increase emotion language use in
classrooms. These programs appear to be effective, as several in-
terventions intended to increase the active use of emotion words in PreK
classrooms led to increased emotion understanding among children
between the ages of 2 and 5 (Grazzani & Ornaghi, 2011; Grazzani et al.,
2016). The “RULER Feeling Words Curriculum”, which includes prac-
tices such as introducing new emotion words, linking emotion words to
real-life experiences, and engaging children in more discussions about
emotions with parents and others at school, has been found to increase
5th and 6th graders’ socioemotional competence (as rated by their
teachers) (Brackett et al., 2012). Thus, although natural emotion lan-
guage at school may be limited (Yelinek & Grady, 2019), structured
lessons that provide opportunities for emotion discussion, including
emotion labeling, might help increase emotion language used by both
teachers and children, thereby increasing children’s SEL across early to
middle childhood.

In this section we have demonstrated how emotion language relates
to social and emotional learning across common childhood contexts.
This research is not an exhaustive review and although some articles
examine WEIRD populations, several articles discussed cover other re-
gions (e.g., Li et al., 2023) and diverse groups (e.g., Baker, 2013). Most
of the literature discussed is correlational and conducted at a single time
point with a few exceptions (e.g., Jones et al., 2010, Denham et al.,
2020). Future research detailing how other factors (e.g., presence or
absence of a sibling) interact with language to influence SEL would be
beneficial. Still, in each context discussed here, emotion language ap-
pears to promote social and emotional learning. Although most children
will experience emotion language both at home and school, it is crucial
to also understand differences in environments that some children
experience and others do not (e.g., low versus high socioeconomic sta-
tus) and how these environments may impact emotion language and
socioemotional learning.

Sociocultural factors

Thus far, we have highlighted the ways in which emotion language,
including the quality of the input as well as the context in which the
input is provided, shapes children’s social and emotional development.
However, we know that the way caregivers communicate with children
and contribute to their child’s SEL is impacted by sociocultural factors,
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such as cultural values and socioeconomic status, which shape when and
how emotion input is provided (Cole et al., 2006). These sociocultural
factors play a critical role in shaping the environmental contexts and
emotional input from which children learn (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992).
One framework to help conceptualize the influence of sociocultural
factors on SEL is Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory
(1979), which describes a child’s development as influenced by the
environment at multiple levels ranging from very close to the child (e.g.,
family or microsystem) to broader societal and cultural influences.
Although the original theory placed culture firmly in the macrosystem,
we present a perspective in which culture impacts development at all
system levels, micro-, meso-, and macro- (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017), and
discuss the influences between and within each system as considerably
more dynamic than static. In this section, we specifically focus on the
impact of factors such as the child’s microsystem, mesosystem, and
macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) on parent-child conversations,
with an emphasis on how emotion language may differ in ways that
impact children’s SEL.

Microsystem

The home environment, or one’s microsystem, provides the most
immediate influence on children’s social and emotional development. A
crucial aspect of the home environment is one’s religious beliefs, values,
and communication styles in the family (Shiraev & Levy, 2020).
Research has shown that emotion socialization practices differ across
families of different cultural backgrounds and are associated with
unique developmental outcomes in children (Zhang et al., 2020). For
example, Zhang et al. (2020) found that distinct parenting profiles in
African American and Latine mothers in the US begin affecting infants’
SEL as early as three months of age. Mother-infant interactions were
coded on several dimensions, including mother behaviors that promoted
infant language development (e.g., frequency of mother-child speech,
labeling of objects and experiences for their infant, and encouragement
throughout tasks). Importantly, although findings demonstrated
different parenting styles in African American and Latine mothers (e.g.,
Engaged/Tough, and Warm/Unstimulating, respectively), both
parenting styles were concurrently associated with parent-child in-
teractions at 3 months, and prospectively associated with more positive
infant socioemotional outcomes at 13 months. These outcomes included
greater mastery motivation, less internalization, and fewer problem
behaviors, suggesting that positive parenting styles may look different
across different groups of families, but nonetheless have a positive
impact on children’s SEL outcomes.

Differences in language input that may influence social and
emotional learning have also been demonstrated based on the structure
of language used by different families. In one study, mothers and fathers
from Mexico, Germany, and Costa Rica were asked to discuss two shared
past events with their 3-year-old children to explore differences in the
elaborative structure and social orientation of the parent-child conver-
sations across families of different cultural backgrounds (Schroder et al.,
2013). They found that conversations were significantly longer for
parent-child dyads from Mexico than for families from Germany or Costa
Rica, and parents from Mexico and Costa Rica used more open questions
and more socially oriented conversation when compared to German
parents. Taken together, these findings demonstrate the importance of
the family’s cultural identity on emotion and mental state language
development. Even at the micro-level, culture shapes emotional and
mental state language input through culture-specific emotion and so-
cialization goals and practices. As we expand upon our discussion to
include the meso- and macro- systems, the role of cultural identity re-
mains equally important.

Mesosystem

Social and emotional learning is also embedded within a slightly
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larger system—the mesosystem—which includes the interaction be-
tween multiple microsystem influences, such as by considering the
neighborhood and other groups close to the family (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Socioeconomic status, or SES,
can be considered an important factor here, as it includes a family’s
economic access to resources (Roby & Scott, 2022), which tends to be
similar for families within similar neighborhoods (Iceland, 2004).

For years, Hart and Risley’s (1995) claim that poor children hear 30
million fewer words than middle-class children has held the predomi-
nant view in the field when attempting to identify factors that impact
language development. However, recent work has started to emphasize
how the variability in both quality and quantity of language exposure
during parent-child interactions in infancy and early childhood differs
across levels of SES. In terms of qualitative differences, one study found
that parents from low SES backgrounds are less likely to use contingent
talk with their 11-month-old infants compared to parents from high SES
backgrounds (McGillion et al., 2017). This pattern of findings is worth
noting as contingent talk from parents is associated with children’s
developing communication skills (McGillion et al., 2017), and thereby
children’s later self-regulation and academic success (Ramsook et al.,
2019). Further, Roby and Scott (2022) found that SES, measured by
parental education, was also related to the use of parent mental-state
language when interacting with their preschool children. Parents with
a bachelor’s degree or higher produced more cognition talk (mental
state language related to cognitive processes such as focus, remember, or
pretend) than those with a high school diploma or associate degree.
Indeed, these results suggest that SES is related to the kind of language
that children hear, which likely has downstream effects on children’s
social and emotional learning.

However, Sperry et al. (2019) argued that researchers have not
considered variations in home environments across SES. For example,
although the findings discussed above might suggest that children from
low SES backgrounds have fewer opportunities for SEL than children
from higher SES backgrounds, a closer look at differences between
family structures suggests otherwise. That is, children from low SES
backgrounds are more likely to have extended family members living in
their households than children from high SES backgrounds (Fouts et al.,
2012). Importantly, when researchers considered language exposure
from family members outside the parents, the differences between low
SES and high SES children in language exposure disappeared (Sperry
et al., 2019). In fact, this study found that there was some evidence that
children from low SES backgrounds may have an advantage compared to
children from high SES backgrounds in terms of language exposure.

Further research also suggests that effects of SES interact with other
cultural factors to influence opportunities for SEL (Roby & Scott, 2022).
For example, one study found that children from higher income families
tend to hear more cognition talk than their peers from lower income
households, but only for non-Hispanic families. For Hispanic families,
SES was not related to children’s exposure to cognition language. These
findings align with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) view that the intercon-
nectedness between systems also influences child development, in this
case by influencing the specific language input that children receive.
This has been further elaborated on by Ashiabi and O’Neal (2015), who
emphasize that more proximal factors (e.g., the microsystem) likely
mediate broader contextual influences (e.g., the mesosystem or macro-
system). However, they also note the importance of considering indi-
vidual characteristics of the child in this process, which warrants further
investigation.

Taken together, this body of work illustrates the dynamic relations
between and within Bronfenbrenner’s systems, and should be taken into
account when measuring developmental outcomes like children’s SEL.
Specifically, Vélez-Agosto et al. (2017) argue that the “systems flow
from one another and interact with one another, not bounded and
distinctly, but fluidly” (p. 906). One way to integrate Bronfenbrenner’s
model in research using a cultural framework is by including measures
of daily routines that are especially influenced by sociocultural factors,
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such as regular engagement with one’s community (Tsethlikai & Rogoff,
2013) or asking participants to rank-order values. Perhaps most
important for researchers to keep in mind is that the influence of culture
occurs within each system, between systems, and to varying degrees in
different contexts, so ongoing measurement is paramount.

Macrosystem

Finally, at the outermost macrosystem, including the country where
one resides, there are additional influences on linguistic input and social
and emotional learning. Specifically, immigration status (an umbrella
term that ranges from U.S. citizen to undocumented, and all generations
of immigration) has been used to study macrosystem differences in SEL
and is concurrently and prospectively linked to children’s socioemo-
tional competence (Curtis et al., 2020). As prevalence rates of children
in the U.S. with immigrant parents (at least one foreign-born parent)
have continued to rise over the past 30 years, from 13 % in 1990, to 19 %
in 2000, and 26 % in 2021 (Hoffstetter & McHugh, 2021), the influence
of immigration status has rightfully gained more attention from re-
searchers (Cervantes, 2002; Tao et al., 2012). Immigrant children
experience a unique home environment, resulting in a qualitatively
different set of norms and expectations for children (Suarez-Orozco
etal., 2018), including those related to emotion language and social and
emotional socialization. For example, the first generation may be
learning a new language at the time of immigration, presenting an
additional challenge during an already stressful time of transition
(Rumbaut, 2004); conversely, the second generation is less likely to be
fluent in their parents’ native language, rendering a different kind of
challenge in maintaining communication and strong relationships in the
home (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015).

Recent work has begun to examine how components of the macro-
system, including immigration status, parent cultural orientation, and
engagement with one’s host culture, influence children’s SEL. Immi-
grant families may live close geographically but subscribe to very
different cultural values based on norms of the heritage country, and as a
result, may engage in different kinds of emotion talk with their children.
For example, individuals from Western industrialized countries, (e.g.,
United States and Australia), subscribe to an individualistic cultural
perspective, placing a great deal of value on independence, autonomy,
and self-sufficiency. In contrast, individuals from Eastern cultures, like
China and Japan are more likely to subscribe to collectivist ideologies,
valuing the group over the individual. Parents from individualistic cul-
tures might put a greater emphasis on emotion and mental state lan-
guage, encouraging children to talk more about their emotions, whereas
individuals in collectivist countries might be more likely to discourage
emotion talk because of their emphasis on the well-being of the group.
Indeed, one study reported that when narrating a story based on a pic-
ture book, European American mothers spoke about emotions and
thoughts more frequently than did Chinese American mothers, whereas
Chinese American mothers more frequently discussed behaviors (Doan
& Wang, 2010). Further, Chinese American immigrant mothers with a
stronger orientation toward Chinese culture have been shown to ask
fewer emotion-related questions and provide fewer emotion explana-
tions in conversations with their children (Tao et al., 2012).

Other studies demonstrate similar cross-cultural differences in
emotion talk. Chan et al. (2022) studied emotion talk across Chinese
American and Mexican American immigrant families living in the same
region. Although both groups used emotion words and emotion
reasoning, Mexican American families produced significantly more
negative emotion words, emotion reasoning, and more elaborate
emotion talk than did Chinese American families, even after controlling
for other sociocultural predictors. In another study, Chinese mothers
used a greater number of negative emotion words and discussed anger
more frequently when discussing negative emotions with their children
than European American mothers, who more frequently spoke about
sadness (Fivush & Wang, 2005).
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Altogether, these findings suggest that one’s culture, and specifically
the extent to which one embodies their culture, may shape how they
communicate about emotions with their child. Thus, it is important for
social and emotional learning research to consider the importance of the
broader macrosystem (e.g., immigration status and culture), and how
social and emotional information might fit within those macrosystems,
as they likely play a central role in determining the language and
communication that children hear (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017).

General discussion

Collectively, this review brings together a large body of research to
support a more nuanced perspective on the importance of emotion and
mental state language for children’s social and emotional learning.
Specifically, we emphasize the need for social and emotional learning
research to consider factors beyond simply how much language children
hear. Factors such as the specific content of the language can have
unique implications for social and emotional learning, with different
language (e.g., positive vs negative emotion language) yielding different
social and emotional outcomes (e.g., self-esteem vs fear). Additionally,
other features of children’s experience warrant further consideration,
such as the context in which emotion and mental state language is heard
(e.g., the home vs school setting) and the broader sociocultural factors
that influence both language and social and emotional learning.

One important point to note is that although prior work has placed
significant emphasis on learning emotion words for early social and
emotional development (e.g., Hoemann et al., 2019; Russell & Widen,
2002), more general language exposure also has implications for the
early emergence of emotion understanding (e.g., Cutting & Dunn, 1999;
Nook et al., 2017; Pons et al., 2003). Thus, although much of the work
presented here supports the importance of early emotion language for
social and emotional learning, future work should differentiate the
unique contributions of emotion language, mental state language, and
general language (e.g., Tompkins et al., 2018). Examining the unique
contributions of various aspects of language on SEL may be particularly
important in the first two to three years of life when the emergence of
language likely has the most influence on other developing skills
(Eisenberg et al., 2005).

Further, although we believe it is valuable to consider how content,
context, and sociocultural factors all influence social and emotional
learning, it is also important to consider how these factors interact with
one another. For example, one could consider how the contingency of
the emotion language that children hear overlaps with the context in
which it is heard, or how the home context may be considered within the
microsystem level of sociocultural factors. Thus, it is important to
consider the impact of these factors on the relation between language
and socioemotional learning, but it may also be important to consider
how these factors interact and overlap as well. It would be highly
valuable for future research to create a definitive model for precisely
how these factors interact, and how they may interact over develop-
mental time. In building on this model, future work may also wish to
consider how the affective qualities of parent-child interactions may
impact relations between language and SEL, as prior work in both
parenting (e.g., Newton et al., 2016) and teaching domains (e.g., Alamos
& Williford, 2020) have shown that adult sensitivity may moderate as-
sociations between emotion/mental state talk and children’s outcomes.
Here, we present a first step toward this end by jointly considering the
importance of all of these factors.

It is also worth noting that the majority of the research presented
here and in the area of SEL more generally is focused on young,
preschool-aged children. However, children begin to learn about emo-
tions in the first year of life (e.g., Montague & Walker-Andrews, 2001),
and some research has shown that the ability to differentiate between
emotions in infancy relates to later social and emotional skills (e.g.,
Ogren & Johnson, 2021). Additionally, relations between emotion and
mental state language and SEL do not end in the preschool years, but
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persist into middle childhood and beyond (e.g., Brackett et al., 2012;
Curtis et al., 2020; Lunkenheimer et al., 2007). Thus, continuing to
examine the influence of emotion and mental state language on the
development of SEL across broader ages (e.g., infancy through adoles-
cence) will be important for a full understanding of how SEL develops
and how best to aid children’s development in this area. Further, it
should be noted that the present perspectives article includes some
implicit measures of emotion and mental state language, as studies
including direct assessments of this language were not always available.
Thus, it may be beneficial as a field to consider more direct assessments
of emotion and mental state language moving forward.

Finally, it is crucial to emphasize that the majority of the research
presented here, as well as the research on social and emotional learning
more broadly, has predominantly focused on White children from
middle class families who live in Western, industrialized countries
(Henrich et al., 2010). Perhaps most importantly, the work we have
summarized here demonstrates how contexts and sociocultural envi-
ronments in which children are embedded can influence children’s
exposure to emotion language (e.g., Friedlmeier et al., 2011). Thus, the
fact that research on these topics is constrained to such narrow samples
places serious limitations on our knowledge of SEL and on our ability to
generalize that knowledge broadly (Rad et al., 2018; Simons et al.,
2017). Accounting for context and sociocultural factors when examining
social and emotional learning is an important consideration for future
research.

Taken together, the findings discussed here demonstrate that lan-
guage, and emotion and mental state language in particular, is incred-
ibly important for social and emotional learning. Prior work has shown
that interventions to help improve early emotion understanding are
quite effective (Sprung et al., 2015). Thus, future interventions that
specifically target the use of emotion and mental state language may be
particularly valuable (e.g., Grazzani & Ornaghi, 2011; Grazzani et al.,
2016). Further, increasing children’s exposure to emotion and mental
state language across a variety of contexts (e.g., at home, at school) is
one easy and practical way to promote SEL in everyday social in-
teractions. Consideration should be given to how emotion language
might best fit with the sociocultural norms of the environment, as it
varies by micro-, meso-, and macro systems (e.g., family, neighborhood,
and broader cultural systems, respectively). That is, although increasing
children’s exposure to language in general may be helpful, it would be
particularly helpful for parents and educators to focus carefully on
certain types of emotion and mental state language (e.g., positive
emotion language) and how this language is delivered, to be thoughtful
and deliberate about the use of this language across contexts, and for
policy makers to understand the implications of various linguistic input
for early social and emotional development. This may be valuable to
consider in terms of potential interventions, as it may be possible to
leverage everyday conversations to support SEL in a manner that would
be both cost effective and practical to implement.

In conclusion, emotion and mental state language impacts SEL, but
the manner in which it does so is influenced by the content of the lan-
guage, the context in which the language occurs, and the broader so-
ciocultural factors at play. The ways in which SEL is influenced by these
factors may provide valuable insight into precisely how SEL develops
and how we can intervene through research, practice, and policy to aid
early social and emotional learning. That is, if we can change the lan-
guage that children hear in helpful ways and across contexts, we may be
able to aid social and emotional learning throughout development. For
example, if interventions can be designed and broadly implemented in a
culturally sensitive manner to help families and teachers understand the
benefits and drawbacks to using specific emotion language, perhaps we
could see the greatest benefit for early SEL development. Thus, inves-
tigating the impact of content, context, and sociocultural factors on the
relation between language and SEL has the potential to open up many
new possibilities for SEL.
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