
 
 
 
 
 

Say whhhhhaaaaT!??! 
 

Your Mission: Imitate Baby’s Sounds and Words in a Back-And-Forth Manner 
 

Why?      
 

We are always teaching our babies about communication. When we respond to their cries 
by comforting them or feeding them, we are teaching that their cry (communication) 
causes a reaction from us.  
 
As parents, we have the opportunity to reinforce actions, sounds and words – and when we 
imitate their actions, sounds and words, they are learning: 

• we are aware of them 
• we will respond to them 
• they can control our behavior (in a positive way, not in a “manipulative” way) 
• we are making imitation a “fun game” that they are interested in – which reinforces 

this skill in the future for learning language (which is learned through imitation) 
• turn taking is a foundational skill of language (conversations are really just a series of 

people taking turns talking) 
 
We can use turn taking and imitation to train skills by first imitating whatever actions we 
observe our babies or toddlers doing. By taking turns imitating him, he will eventually take 
turns imitating you and you will then be able to introduce more meaningful actions like signs, 
or more meaningful sounds, like words. 
 
How Do You Do It?      
 

Step 1: Make the same sounds and movements that your baby does. If he is saying 
“oooooh,” wait until he is done, then you say “oooooh.” If she is clapping, wait until she is 
done and then you clap! It’s really as easy as it sounds. 
 
Step 2: Once your little one realizes that you are doing this, they will be interested! Continue 
to take turns talking/moving in a back-and-forth manner until they lose interest. 
 
Step 3: After your kiddo has gotten the hang of this game (could be hours, days or weeks 
after you started, depending on their age), start by imitating them several times, then 
change up the sound/action just a little bit to encourage them to now imitate you.  
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 Example 1:      
baby: “babababa”  you: “babababa” 
baby: “babababa”  you: “babababa” 
baby: “babababa”  you: “mamamama”  

 
 Example 2:  

baby: bangs block on table  you: bangs block on table  
baby: bangs block on table  you: bangs block on table  
baby: bangs block on table  you: bangs block on hand 

 
Games like pushing cars back and forth, putting shapes in a shape sorter, or blowing bubbles 
are all great activities for implementing turn-taking and imitation. It is easy to manipulate 
those activities for “my turn,” “your turn,” as well as adding a sound to each part of the 
activity. When you add a sound or word like, “in” while putting a shape in the shape sorter, 
try giving your child a little extra time to imitate you before you take another turn. I 
sometimes cover the hole on the shape sorter and look at them expectantly until they make 
some kind of attempt at imitation, then I uncover the hole and reinforce their attempt by 
saying something like, “in, you said in!” Try manipulating your play a little to allow for more 
turn-taking and imitation and I’m sure you will be excited to find out what your little ones are 
truly capable of. 

 
A longer example:     
 
I was sitting with my 10-month-old son on the floor to play with a set of balls. He had a ball in 
his hand and he was shaking it while saying, “aaaah, aaaah.” I picked up a nearby ball and 
shook it in the same manner and made the same sound, “aaaah, aaaah.”  He immediately 
looked up at me as if to say, “Hey, you want to play?” And we did.      
  
As we played, he continued to make the “aaaah, aaaah”  sound for his ball, and I 
continued to imitate him. By doing this, I was able to keep the interaction going which 
resulted in reinforcing the concept of turn taking in conversation.  After awhile, he seemed to 
anticipate my turn by looking up at me and waiting for me to imitate him.  When he did, I 
tried introducing a new sound to our play. I said, “ball, ball” for my ball and he in turn said, 
“ba, ba.” This exemplifies how turn taking and imitation can help our children learn new 
actions, sounds or words to improve their communication skills.  
 
  
The same goes for teaching new sounds. Let’s say the only sounds your child makes are 
“Ooh” and “Ahh.”  When he vocalizes “Ooh” you say “Ooh” when he says “Ahh” you say 
“Aah.” Then after awhile try introducing a new sound like “Eee” and see if he will try to 
imitate you.   It is important to remember that by only changing the routine a little (adding 
one new sound or action) makes it more likely that your child will be successful in imitating 
you back.  If we jump too far ahead, for example going from “Oooh” to “juice” your child 
may make no attempt at imitation.  In this situation you would want to use turn-taking and 
imitation to teach new vowels and eventually new consonants. 
 


