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Serve and Return: Grow your baby’s conversational 
skills 
 
Did you know there’s a simple strategy you can use in the first three years of your child’s 
life that helps them develop conversational skills and grow their brain for learning? 
 
It’s the back and forth communication between you and your baby called “serve and 
return”! You can think of it like playing a game of tennis. Your baby “serves” you an 
invitation to communicate and you “return” it with a response. 
 
Here are some tips for keeping the conversation rolling.  
 
First, notice the little moments when your baby wants to engage with you. Every smile, 
gurgle, coo or tap that your baby makes is initiating communication with a “serve” or an 
invitation for you to talk with them. Simply noticing and responding when your baby 
serves is a great first step. 
 
Notice what your baby is doing or focusing on and put words to their actions and 
thoughts. If your baby is looking at a rattle, you might try saying, “Oh you see the rattle. 
Let's shake, shake, shake the rattle.” Also talk about what your baby is doing and ‘telling’ 
you. Talk about what you are doing just like a play-by-play sports announcer.  
 
Next, ask your child open-ended questions to keep the “serve and return” going. 
Questions with a right or wrong answer, like “What’s this?”, “What color is it?“ may seem 
like a test to your child and could stop the flow of conversation. 
 
Add to what they say to you. If your child hands you a ball and says, “ball,” you could 
add words to what they’ve said. For example, you could say, “Oh you have a big blue 
ball. I like your ball. Let’s roll the ball.” Adding comments like this keep the conversation 
going and grow their vocabulary. 
 
Make sure you create space for your child to “return” after you’ve “served” to them. You 
can use pausing, waiting and leaning in with an excited look to encourage a response 
from your baby. This teaches them the power of taking turns in a conversation. 
 
For more practical tips like these, visit us at the website below. 
 
 

 


