BRAIN HEALTH BOOST

Brain Development Matters Even During COVID-19, Part 3
COVID-19 has changed just about everything in our lives, and yet, our children continue to
grow, learn and build the architecture of their brain during this time. For the next few weeks,
the Brain Health Initiative will offer resources and activities that focus on ways to support the
healthy brain development of your child. In part three, we talk about interaction and brain
development.
Why Interaction is Important to Brain Development
Children reach out for social engagement even before they learn to talk—babbling, gesturing,
or making faces. Interacting with young children, or practicing what is called “serve and return,”
“serves” a chance to engage and “return” the attention. The interaction can be as simple as
playing peek-a-boo or saying the name of an object before handing it to the child.
Brain Health Initiative colleagues at the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University
say serve-and-return interactions help developing brains and build resilience, something we all
need in these challenging times. They also shape a child’s brain architecture. When your child
babbles, gestures, or cries, and you respond appropriately, neural connections are built and
strengthened in the brain that support the development of communication and social skills.
The absence of these interactions can be a serious threat to a child’s development and wellbeing. Healthy brain architecture depends on a sturdy foundation. That foundation is built by
appropriate input from a child’s senses and stable, responsive relationships with caring adults.
If your responses are unreliable, inappropriate, or simply absent, it can disrupt the developing
architecture of the brain. This can result in impaired physical, mental, and emotional health.
Not only does the brain not receive the positive stimulation it needs, but the persistent lack of
interaction activates the stress response and floods the developing brain with potentially
harmful stress hormones.
Back-and-forth interaction with a child can be fun, as well as capacity-building. If you are
sensitive and responsive to a young child’s signals and needs, you provide an environment rich
in serve and return experiences.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO TODAY TO PROTECT YOUR BRAIN HEALTH
The Center on the Developing Child suggests these five steps for building healthy serve
and return with your child.
•
•
•
•
•

Notice the serve and then share your child’s focus of attention. Look for
opportunities throughout the day and pay attention to what your child is
focusing on.
Return the serve by supporting and encouraging. Let your child know you are
noticing the same thing.
Give it a name. This makes important language connections in your child’s
brain.
Take turns — and wait. Keep the interaction going by giving your child the
opportunity to respond.
Practice endings and beginning.
Watch this video for more.

Did you know that you can help build a child’s brain - starting even before babies can
talk? Simple “serve and return” interactions between adults and young children help
make strong connections in developing brains. And, it’s easy and fun to do! This how-to
video breaks down serve and return into 5 simple steps and features adults and young
children doing each step together.
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This is a stressful time to be sure, but childhood development, learning and growing never hits
the pause button. To keep your children's brain developing and brain healthy during COVID-19
or any situation that can feel disorienting, frightening and overwhelming, consider sharing
these easy and free activities.

About the Brain Health Initiative (www.brainhealthiniative.org)
The Brain Health Initiative (BHI) is a cutting-edge, new approach to protecting brain health and
fighting brain illness across the lifespan. The BHI works collaboratively with Massachusetts
General Hospital, a Harvard Medical School Teaching Hospital, and the Academy for Brain
Health and Performance to build brain healthy communities through education, research,
innovation and action, with a specific focus on brain health promotion, prevention, early
detection, evidence-based intervention, and performance optimization. The BHI is creating a
culture that promotes brain health protective factors and decreases risk factors, thereby
improving brain health and optimizing brain performance outcomes for the Florida Suncoast
region and beyond. Join the brain health movement, because brain health matters, and lifestyle
makes a difference. To view all Brain Health Boosts click here.
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