
WHAT MAKES THE DIFFERENCE? 

The Power of Serve and return

The Science is clear:

There are three core concepts that influence early development in childhood*: 

Early experience builds brain architecture 

Toxic stress derails healthy brain development 

Caregiver-child interaction shapes brain circuitry 

*https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/  and  http://www.brainwave.org.nz/

The Talking Matters campaign is about increasing interaction and talk 
between children and adults and/or older siblings to give them the best 
start in life. 

Serve and return interactions shape brain 

architecture. 

You make the difference! When a baby babbles, 

gestures or cries, and you respond by hugging, using 

words and making eye contact -you are helping them 

form neuro-connections in their brain. this supports 

the development of communication and social skills.  

Find Talking Matters at: http://www.talkingmatters.org.nz/ 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TalkingMattersNZ/  



Tips for talking with your baby or toddler 

Notice the serve: 
Are they looking at something?  Did they look at you?   

Find Talking Matters at: http://www.talkingmatters.org.nz/ 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TalkingMattersNZ/  

That’s a serve! 
It might be subtle and sometimes we have to look out for it. Make the most of 
those little moments throughout the day, and notice what your child is 
noticing. That'll strengthen the bond you have. 

I think he's 
looking at the 
ball..   

Recognise that your child is communicating with you 

Your baby may not be using words just yet, but your response is 

teaching baby that they are heard and listened to.    

Let them know that you are interested in noticed what they have noticed.  You might make a sound or facial 

expression and acknowledge them with a hug.  Perhaps look in the same direction as them or pick up the object 

they are looking at.      

“It’s your 
favourite 
ball!” 

Nice 
catch!

Hapo

Muy 
bien!

Return the Serve by Responding with Language   

Giving a word for what your baby is seeing, doing or feeling 

makes important connections in their brain.  They learn about the 

power of words. 

Speak in the language you are most comfortable in. 

Take turns and wait.  Keep the interaction going 

After returning the serve with language, wait and give them a chance to serve again. Small children 

need time to form their response. It’s great for your baby to let the interaction go back and forth many 

times,  as it teaches them how we take turns in conversations. Helping your little one take another turn 

strengthens their brain connections. 

Nice 
catch!

Baby giggles and 
squeezes ball... 

Hmm he likes that 
sound the ball 
makes 

Pop!

Baby laughs and 
squeezes ball again...  Ball rolls away...

“the ball rolled 
outside.  Let’s 
go get it.” 

Serve and return


