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Weaning

As your baby gorws and develops he will require more calories that can be supplied by milk alone. The introduction of solid food into your baby’s daily feeding routine is known as weaning and this will provide all the extra calories, mineral and vitamins which your baby is increasingly needs. Inevitably, weaning  your first baby can create all sorts of problems initially, since you need to build up your confidence in which new foodstuffs and in what quantities to give him. With second or subsequent babies parents are usually much more relaxed about the whole  thing and these offspring are expected to fit in much  more with the feeding pattern of the rest of the family.

When does weaning start?

Most babies will be entirely breast or bottle fed until the age of three months. From this time onwards it is perfectly  acceptable  to start gently introducing solid foods which can be pureed ,mashed or sieved. Most babies will begin weaning at about four months and almost all will have started solid food by the age of six months albeit in condition to their regular bottle or breast feeds. 

In fact, it is usual for babies to continue with their normal milk feeds until they are aged one year as this helps to maintain their general  level of nutrition. Bottle-fed babies should however, be fully weaned by the age of one since by that time ll their energy , requirements are obtained from solid food and  because the habit of taking milk from a bottle is something hard to break if it is continued beyond that time. These babies can be encouraged to use a feeding cup with a lid initially, in addition to bottle feeding, but then the bottle feeds should be gradually cut out altogether.

You will know when your baby is ready to start weaning when he still seems to be hungry after taking his milk, even he has an extra quantity. Demands for feeds will become more frequent and your baby may well start waking at night again eager for a top up. Sometimes your baby will be increasingly restless or irritable, a sure sign of hunger. 

How to begin

It is important to remember that all babies are different  and will respond to weaning  at their own pace.  Some will start early, others much later. Some will be happy to consume everything offered to them, others will be much more fussy. But the greater the variety of foods introduced early on the better, since infants will soon become accustomed to the various tastes and textures and this  is a useful way of avoiding food fads and food refusal later on. As more and more solid food is gradually introduced , a pattern of feeding more in line with  that  of the rest of the family  will become established. Although it may be some years before three main meals a day is achieved.

Initially, babies will find the feel of solid food in their mouths strange and spit it out. This is quite  different from difficult behaviour later on when food refusal may represent an attention  seeking device or an attempted to obtain a more tempting sweet dessert earlier than allowed. It may also simply  mean that they are just not hungry. As infants begin to learn to feed themselves with a spoon, it’s  worth  being prepared for the inevitable mess that will caused  and try and spoon in two or three  helpings for every one the infant manages. Finally, tempting though it may be , try to avoid keeping half-eaten food for another meal or re-heating food as this is likely to allow bacteria to breed and lead to food poisoning.

Taking one stage at a time

A common  way to start weaning is to feed your baby  a small amount of fruit or vegetable puree on the tip of your finger or a spoon. A non- wheat cereal is a good alternative, but apple, banana, carrot, potato, rice or baby porridge are the things that most parents begin with. This can be given after or during a milk feed and, if successful, it can be increased from one to two feeds a day after a week or two. Gradually, the amount of solid food given with each milk feed can be increased. It is probably best  to confine cereals to  one feed a day ) the one closest to breakfast time being the obvious choice) and to introduce different tastes and textures at other times. On the whole, no more than two or three new foods should be started in any one week. The next important food group to introduce will be meat, poultry and fish.

In time, solids can be given before the milk feed. At this stage drink can come in the form of diluted natural fruit juice rather than milk or water. After this, almost any food commonly consumed by the test of the family is suitable provided it is the right consistency (mashed, pureed or sieved).Soon the infant will be chewing, and feeding himself with lumpier foodstuffs such as bread, peeled apple, toast or sandwiches. He will be well on his way to independent feeding.

 Foods to be avoided too soon

Neither sugar nor salt should  be added to baby’s foods. Introducing sugar to the baby rapidly leads to the development of taste for this strong flavour and it will become difficult to get him to eat anything which is not sweet. In addition, there us no doubt that sugar accelerates the rate of tooth decay and this will have profound consequences for your child in the future. Nor can small babies handle salt in large quantities. There is an adequate amount of salt in normal food and milk, and additional salt will make the baby thirsty and possibly even overload the normal excretory function of this kidneys.

Some foods, such as wheat , eggs and citrus  fruits, may be responsible for food allergy or food intolerance and therefore should only be introduced gradually in infants over the age of six months. 

Ideally, they should be introduced in small quantities and one item at a time. If any reaction  does ensure , the culprit can then be identified easily. Eggs should be cooked thoroughly to reduce the risk of salmonella infection and since the yolk is more digestive than the white, this can be separated out and used for cooking.

Cow’s milk in any shape or form should be avoided until the infant has passed the age of one year, and the same applies to goat’s and sheep’s milk. Goat’s milk is particularly low in folic acid, one of the most important vitamins  for a growing baby, and neither goat’s nor sheep’s milk is always pasteurised. Allergies, including those leading to asthma, eczema and hay fever are more likely in children given cow’s milk too early on. Finally, nuts are other relatively common form of allergy  but even more importantly they can lead to choking if given to babies ( or toddlers) whole. If given before the age of one year, they should be in ground-up form the age of six months.
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