
Our interactions with children matter! Every interaction  
we have with a child  —whether through words, gestures, 
or facial expressions  —shapes the neural connections in 
their brain, influencing how they develop, think and feel. 

The term ‘serve and return’ (Center on the Developing Child 
at Harvard University, 2011) is often used to describe the 
type of interactions that best support child development. 
This metaphor — drawn from ball games like tennis or 
volleyball — helps us picture responsive, back-and-forth 
exchanges where one person “serves” an interactional  
cue and the other “returns” it. 

Researchers at the University of Queensland have 
expanded this metaphor into the Serve–Return–Rally–
Learn (SRRL) framework (Houen et al., 2026). This model 
builds on the original concept by emphasizing the 
importance of sustained interactions — or rallies — between 
adults and children, which are key to promoting learning.

What is the Serve-Return-Rally-Learn 
framework?
The SRRL framework describes a sequence of Serve–
Return–Rally (SRR) interactions that create opportunities 
for children to Learn (L). These interactions are not limited 
to verbal (e.g., words and sounds) verbal exchanges  
(e.g., words and sounds). They can be non-verbal and 
gestural, depending on each child’s age, communication 
preferences, and context.

A rally occurs when this back-and-forth 
exchange continues over several turns 
focused on the same topic.

A return is a response to that serve.

When the child feels safe and builds
 skills and understanding through

 these sustained exchanges.

Understanding Serve–Return–Rally Interactions 
Importantly, both adults and children can serve and 
return. These sustained interactions require adults to 
be attuned to children’s cues and to respond in ways 
that may keep the interaction going.

The Serve-Return- 
Rally-Learn Framework



What learning opportunities are afforded during serve-return-rally interactions?
Serve–return–rally interactions promote rich learning opportunities. They:

Deepen 
engagement 

Build and 
strengthen brain 

connections

Support 
communication 

skills

Enhance executive 
functioning 

Foster emotional 
regulation 

Nurture social 
and emotional 

capabilities  

How to engage in SRRL interactions
Effective SRRL interactions involve treating children as 
equal partners, not passive recipients. The goal is to take 
opportunities for meaningful interactions and make every 
moment matter (see Make Moments Matter Tip Sheet).

A well-stocked interactional toolkit helps adults stay 
sensitive and responsive, providing opportunities for 
enriching interactions that shape learning. Research on 
tools that support rallies can be grouped into three key 
categories: relational dynamics, contingent responses,  
and questioning. 

Where and when can serve-return-rally 
interactions occur? 
Serve–return–rally interactions can happen anywhere  
and anytime — during car rides, shopping trips, nappy 
changes, or play and learning routines. The key is to notice 
opportunities, respond to children’s verbal and non-verbal 
communication cues, and use strategies that promote 
sustained interactions. 
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To find out more, click or scan the QR code,  
then select “InterACT Toolkit.”
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