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Having a back-and-forth conversation with a child may seem
like a small thing, but it turns out it's everything when it comes
to helping them learn language.

A new study has shown that the more children participate in
back-and-forth interactions with their caregivers, the more
activity they have in the part of the brain responsible for
language production and processing. The study also showed a strong connection between the number of turns children
take in conversation and the scores they receive on standardized language tests [1,2]. The more children are involved in
back-and-forth exchanges, the greater the impact on their language skills.

What makes back-and-forth interactions so powerful?

There's a lot children learn when they're involved in back-and-forth conversations that they couldn't learn if they just
listened to someone else speak. This comparison chart shows just some of the advantages of conversation:
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So it's easy to see why back and forth interactions have a greater influence on children’s brain development and language
learning than just hearing words. While it's important to expose your child to lots of words, what's much more important is
involving him in high-quality, enjoyable interactions where he has the opportunity to take as many back-and-forth turns as
possible.

How to set the stage for turn-taking

Parents and caregivers are in the best possible position to encourage the back-and-forth conversations that help children
learn. That's why the focus of all Hanen Programs and resources is helping these important adults engage children in
high-quality interactions. Here are a few ideas and strategies we share with parents to help them set the stage for an
enjoyable interaction with lots of turn-taking:

When and where to do it

Any time and anywhere! The best thing about high quality interactions is

that they're most likely to happen during everyday situations like having a The best thing about high
bath, walking to the park, or getting ready for bed. Basically, any situation in quality interactions is that
which your child is having a good time and is enjoying your company is the they’re most Iikely to happen

perfect time to have the interaction. during everyday situations like
Some helpful Hanen strategies having a bath, walking to the

« OWL™ (Observe, wait and Listen™) — This key strategy allows the park, or getting ready for bed.
child to lead the interaction. It gives him the opportunity to take the
first turn about something that interests him, and allows you to
respond to what has captured his attention. This is a critical first step because children are much more likely to take
another turn and stay in the conversation when they have started the interaction:

o Observe — Get face-to-face with your child and don’t say anything. Just pay close attention to what he's
interested in. His eye gaze, gestures, facial expressions and sounds are important clues.

o Wait — Without speaking, wait to give your child a chance to send you a message. Remember that he
doesn't need to use words — he might just give you a quick look or make a gesture. Pay close attention or
you might miss it.

o Listen — Your child may also send a message with words or sounds. Treat any sound, look or gesture as
your child’s first “turn” in the interaction. [3]

o Follow Your Child’s Lead — Now that your child has taken the first turn, respond immediately by saying or doing
something that's directly related to what he just communicated. For example, if he stacks a few blocks on top of
each other and then looks at you and smiles, you could say, “Wow, you're building a tower!”. Then wait quietly
again. If your child takes another turn on the same topic, take another turn as well. Then wait without speaking for
him to take another turn. When he does, that's success! You've established a back-and-forth interaction. Keep it
going for as many turns as possible by sticking to what your child is interested in, responding by building on what
he has said or done, and remembering to wait to give him a chance to respond. [3]

As the back-and-forth turns continue, you'll know he’s learning a lot. But you'll also be able to see that he's really enjoying
the interaction and connecting with you. He'll have no idea how much he's learning or that his brain is doing important
work — he'll just know he’s having fun!

For more tips on how to create high-quality interactions and promote turn-taking, see our article, “It's Quality, Not Just
Quantity, That Helps Your Child Learn Language”.
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