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weaning made simple


How do I know my baby is ready for weaning? What should I be giving them? How much is too much or too little? What if they hate my cooking? What if they won’t try new things? What if my baby chokes? What if they refuse food? Overwhelmed and under pressure. That’s how countless parents feel when starting out on their baby’s weaning journey. But it doesn’t need to be complex!


As families hit this major milestone (and doesn’t it creep up on us ever so quickly?), ‘worry’ often far outweighs the ‘wonderment’, and ‘fear’ overshadows the ‘fun’ that parents are expected to have when feeding. It’s time to set expectations aside.


Weaning can be mighty challenging. Fact. There is no one-size-fits-all for getting your baby eating like a food pro. There is no step-by-step manual to producing the perfect eater. That would be far too easy. After all, we all know how parents love a challenge!


I wouldn’t have spent my life’s work helping families with advice, support and recipes if feeding baby was ‘simple’ and ‘magical’. The intense pressure many parents feel to ‘get it right’ (and I’ve experienced this first-hand myself) can be all-consuming. Compounded by the fact that there is a world of conflicting information and advice out there, it’s completely natural to feel defeated before you’ve even dabbled with those first foods.


You’re probably wondering why my book is named Weaning Made Simple, when in actual fact, weaning can be fraught with complications. Having spent over 27 years researching baby and child nutrition, developing recipes and providing practical support to weaning families, I know what babies need in order to lay the foundations for a lifetime of healthy eating. And this new book cuts through all the unnecessary jargon and outdated advice to provide exactly what you need to know and do.


No frills. Just the practical information and easy-to-follow guidance for getting your baby to a great place as they reach their first birthday. The reality is, your baby is not going to automatically like all the foods you want them to like. Weaning is about working through flavours and textures, helping them to enjoy the foods that meet their needs nutritionally.


Are you ready to join me? It’s time to banish that build-up of worry and offload expectation. We’re on this journey together, so relax, go at their pace and take it one meal at a time. Let’s go!
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what is weaning?


We use the term weaning to mean moving your baby from milk to solid food. It is also talked about in terms of moving your baby from breast to bottle or even weaning your baby off a dummy, although in this book our focus is on solid food.


Weaning is a gradual, gentle process and one that is learned. Before babies learn to walk, they roll, crawl, stumble and fall. Yet, we keep encouraging them until they can walk unaided, and parents should take the same approach to introducing food.


Weaning is about introducing a variety of flavours, tastes and textures. It’s about teaching her how to eat solid foods and explore a wide variety of nutritious foods that will provide a great foundation for her future health. The important thing is to start slowly, at a comfortable pace for your baby.


YOUR BABY’S USUAL MILK FEEDS


Weaning is a gentle process, so it’s important to remember that your baby’s usual milk will still remain the most essential dish on the menu with around 500–700ml of breast milk or formula needed each day up until her first birthday.


Up until your baby has reached 12 months, the aim during this time is to introduce a variety of foods to support your baby’s growth and development, but it’s important to note that she will still rely on breast or formula milk to offer a complete balance of nutrients needed at this crucial stage of development.


However, from around 6 months, your baby’s regular milk will no longer provide her with all of the nutrients she needs – in particular iron (see here). Full term babies are born with reserves of key nutrients inherited from mum, but by 6 months, her stores of these start to deplete, which means that milk is no longer a one-stop shop for all-round nourishment. Instead, nutrient-rich foods need to be included in her diet to supplement her regular milk. We’ll go on to talk about all those important nutrients including iron, essential fatty acids and protein-rich foods on pages here.


Once your baby starts to move on to three meals at around 6 months, you can bring her milk feeds down to 3–4 milk feeds per day (total milk still around 500–700ml). Check out my meal planner on here as a guide on how to combine milk feeds with mealtimes.
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COMBINING MILK & SOLID FOODS


At this stage it’s about introducing a variety of new tastes and textures rather than volume of foods that contribute nutrients and calories (not just yet anyway). If you’re thinking of starting your little one on her weaning journey a little before 6 months (and we’ll come on to this shortly) then remember that it is more about introducing new foods than giving a full meal. You’ll need to build up to this gradually.


During those early stages of weaning, parents sometimes (and understandably) offer food when their babies are hungry, when in actual fact, they just need a milk feed. Introducing solids too early (under 4 months of age) may have a detrimental effect on the immature digestive system and could lead to anaemia by displacing their regular milk with vegetables and fruit, which are low in iron. When starting out weaning, it is best not to change your usual milk feeding pattern.


Around 6 months


What is the right amount to begin with? Start with food just once a day, around midday, and if she seems to enjoy it, you can gradually progress to two meals, and then three meals, until she’s enjoying her breakfast, lunch and dinner just as you would. Every baby is different but most parents find it easiest to continue with the morning and evening feeds and fit the other milk feeds around baby’s new mealtimes, gradually following the hunger and fullness cues giving a little less milk as their baby takes more solids. It’s worth noting that during this time, with so many new and interesting foods to explore, she is likely to naturally have less of an appetite for milk.


To ensure they still get enough of the white stuff, formula or breast milk can be added to purées and will count towards her overall milk intake.


Drinking water


Introduce a cup from around 6 months and offer sips of water with meals. Using an open cup or a free-flow cup without a valve will help your baby learn to sip and is better for her teeth.




myth buster


I can’t give my baby tap water


Tap water is perfectly fine for your baby from 6 months (so long as the supply is safe). It is only necessary to boil tap water to kill any bacteria if using with formula.
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Lunchtime is the best time of day for her first meals, as she should be hungry, but not too tired to eat





HOW TO COMBINE SOLID FOODS WITH MILK FEEDS


This is intended as a reference to the first weeks of weaning, but always be guided by your baby’s appetite: some will want to go faster, whereas others will take longer to move on. If you are starting a little before 6 months, only give your baby purées. You can introduce finger foods at 6 months. I will go on to explain more about this later.
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Breast milk and/or formula should still be given as your baby’s main milk as cow’s milk has a lower amount of many key nutrients, in particular iron. However, you can give small amounts of cow’s milk with cereal or in cooking from 6 months. Stick to full fat milk (for example, if you’re making cauliflower cheese) as the calories will help fuel your baby’s growth.


➤ By 7 months, once first tastes have been established and your baby has started to explore finger foods, you should be aiming for around three small meals a day. Usually you will find that your baby will naturally show signs of wanting to reduce milk feeds and so you can bring these down to three to four feeds per day (total milk around 600ml). At this stage it is still common for many babies to wake at night for a milk feed. This is fine, but aim for no more than four milk feeds a day (over a 24 hour period) and ensure that they are taking sufficient solids and drinking water.


Most babies will naturally reduce the amount of milk they consume as they increase their food intake. However, some babies may need a helping hand to cut down in order to have any kind of incentive to try food. She will need to learn to recognise when she is hungry and full-up, and if she isn’t reducing her milk intake, it could delay her progress with weaning.


➤ By 10 months, there are so many tasty new foods to try that your baby will be consuming slightly less milk and will have probably dropped another milk feed (total milk around 500ml per day) as she will now be having the likes of yoghurt and cheese in her diet too. Carry on reducing her milk feeds down to two to three feeds a day as you want her to be exploring as many different foods as possible. At this stage, finger foods, chopped foods or small portions of a suitable family meal (avoiding those foods listed on here) will take centre stage and purées should now be off the menu. You can also introduce a small mid-morning or -afternoon snack instead of one of her milk feeds.


➤ By 12 months, you can switch to full fat cow’s milk as lots of important nutrient packed goodness will now be coming from food. Cow’s milk is also an ideal source of bone-boosting calcium, as well as vitamin D, which helps the body take in all that calcium. If you are breastfeeding, then it is perfectly fine to continue doing so – the World Health Organisation advise continuing until your baby is 2 years old in addition to solid food. Just ensure that cow’s milk or breastfeeds do not replace food, and that your toddler does not have more than 500ml of cow’s milk per day as this can lead to iron deficiency and further feeding difficulties.




myth buster


I shouldn’t offer cow’s milk before 12 months


Cow’s milk should not be consumed as a drink until 12 months, but you can use it from 6 months in recipes. So long as your baby is getting their recommended daily intake of breast milk or formula, then you can include cow’s milk in your baby’s cereal and recipes and cow’s milk products like yoghurt and cheese.





WHEN TO INTRODUCE SOLIDS


Put simply – around 6 months of age. Of course, some babies will show signs of being ready before, but ‘around 6 months’ is the age advised by the World Health Organisation. Babies should never be weaned before 4 months (17 weeks) as their digestive systems aren’t mature enough to cope with food at this point. So what are the signs that your baby is ready to take that leap?


SIGNS SHE’S READY




She is sitting up and supporting her own head


This doesn’t have to mean sitting up completely unsupported, just as long as she can sit up for 3–5 seconds on her own. This is why a highchair will be your most important piece of weaning kit as it will provide that additional support for her feet, bottom and back while eating.







She has developed hand-to-eye coordination


She needs to be able to coordinate food and direct it into her mouth. Is she trying to stick her fingers, fists and everything in sight into her mouth? That is a good sign she’s mastered this skill.







She is showing signs that she has lost an early baby reflex, called tongue-thrust


This is a protective reflex to help prevent babies from choking. As soon as something foreign is put on your young baby’s tongue, the tongue-thrust reflex means she’ll try to push it out of her mouth. This reflex is likely to have disappeared by 6 months, meaning she is better able to move food from the front to the back of her mouth and then swallow it. Not all babies lose this reflex by 6 months, but when weaning starts, it is likely this will soon disappear.





RED HERRINGS




Waking more at night


There is no hard evidence to suggest that sleep is a factor affected by weaning. And it’s a myth that full babies sleep through the night (sorry folks!). There are all sorts of reasons why your baby may be waking through the night. She may need a feed, she may want your comfort and reassurance during the night, or she may benefit from a more consistent bedtime routine to help her settle. Teething can also upset your baby’s routine and sleep patterns.







When she is still hungry after a milk feed


This is more likely to be down to a growth spurt. Learning a new skill requires additional energy. Sometimes this could be a mental development and you might not see any noticeable changes other than that she has an increased appetite because she needs fuel. Sometimes parents think their baby needs food but actually she needs more milk. Giving your baby food when she is not developmentally ready can lead to gastrointestinal problems and can also be linked to anaemia.







Fist chewing


This is a phase called mouthing and lots of babies tend to do this. Their mouths are highly sensitive and they learn through sensations in their mouths which helps prepare them for solid foods. This is why you will find her putting toys or fists into her mouth – to get that feedback from those sensations.







When she seems more interested in food


Babies are instinctively curious about the world around them and will naturally show signs of being interested in what you are eating. That doesn’t mean they are necessarily ready for solids.
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myth buster


Bigger babies need to be weaned earlier


Babies who are big for their age do not need solids earlier than other babies. It’s easy to see why people might think that, but remember, it’s what’s going on inside that counts. Babies are ready for solids when their digestive systems are developed enough to cope. That’s not before 17 weeks (4 months). Speak to your health visitor if you are unsure.





Calming those jitters


The first time you feed your baby those first tastes, the chances are you’ll be far more nervous than her.


She is experiencing new and exciting things every hour of the day, so it’s likely she’ll take this in her stride. And let’s face it, she’ll soon let you know if she’s enjoying a new taste or wondering what on earth she’s eating. Her initial responses are all part of the fun! Don’t worry if she spits food out. It’s all part of the learning process.


PREMATURE BABIES


Babies born before 37 weeks will have fewer nutritional stores than full-term babies and premature babies who are breastfed will require a multivitamin containing high levels of vitamin D and an iron supplement. Some mums may also be given a supply of breast milk fortifier to help enrich their breast milk. Bottle-fed premature babies will be given prescription milk that is higher in energy, protein and fortified with higher levels of vitamins and iron. A dietitian will be able to advise when to switch to regular formula, this will depend on how prematurely your baby was born.


If your baby was born prematurely, start weaning her between 4–6 months post term age. This is to ensure she is developmentally ready to digest solid foods, while at the same time balancing the need for more nutrients. As with all babies, check for the key signs she might be ready to start weaning (see here). Premature babies should be reviewed regularly by a registered dietitian who is qualified in children’s nutrition.





choosing the right approach for your baby


Traditional spoon-led or baby-led? It is completely up to you which method you choose to adopt and what works for your family. The important thing is that both you and your baby feel content and comfortable in your routine.


➤ Spoon-led weaning is often seen as a more gentle approach to weaning, as it is a gradual progression onto more textured solids. With this approach you will start with a smooth, slightly runny purée, which will be only ever so slightly thicker than the milk they have been used to, probably something like a runny yoghurt. You then steadily start to introduce thicker and more textured foods over the coming weeks and months.


Spoon-led weaning also allows you to take full control of exactly what and how much your baby is eating and allows you to monitor their nutrient intake more closely, which reassures many parents.


➤ Baby-led weaning has never been more popular. The theory is that you start with soft finger foods and small portions of family meals from six months. The idea behind it is that you take a step back and put your baby in control, allowing and encouraging them to go at their own pace while exploring a variety of foods, tastes and textures for themselves.


Baby-led weaning encourages hand-to-eye coordination and regularly handling foods improves their dexterity, which is a hugely important skill for your baby to master. With baby-led weaning your baby essentially eats what the rest of the family are eating (albeit suitably chopped or mashed to begin with) minus any added salt. This means that mealtimes become more of a social occasion because your baby is watching how the rest of the family are eating and essentially copying how it’s done.


Plus, this also means less time spent preparing foods as your little one is eating what everyone else is having. And lots of families who adopt this approach find that their usual meals become healthier as they cater for baby too.


COMBINING PURÉES & FINGER FOODS


Both methods have their advantages and disadvantages but it really is a personal choice. While lots of parents have success with spoon-led or baby-led weaning alone, combining the two is most suited to lots of families.


Prior to 6 months, babies tend not to have developed the hand-to-eye coordination needed for baby-led weaning, so it’s not an option if your baby is ready to wean early or for those babies who have a medical condition and have been advised to start a little earlier than 6 months. In this case, purées or well-mashed food are an obvious bridge between milk and solid foods.


Around 6 months, whether baby-led weaning or not, babies should be having soft finger foods, even if alongside mashed food or purées. And those babies who are baby-led weaning will still need to have smooth foods such as yoghurt to learn about these textures. Regularly offering a variety of family meals and finger foods encourages babies to adopt good eating habits from the very start as they get to experience a more varied range of tastes and textures than they might on a spoon-fed diet. That being said, there is no reason why you can’t mash or purée certain family meals if they’re not quite ready for baby-led weaning.


Giving purées when your baby is ready for first foods (particularly if slightly earlier than 6 months), with the introduction of finger foods and family meals from around 6 months is a fantastic flexible option. This is also advocated by the likes of the Department of Health, the NHS and the British Nutrition Foundation.


What’s important is that there is no right or wrong to weaning. Some babies thrive on purées, others on finger foods and yet some on both. Instead of committing to a certain feeding method, it’s OK to be flexible in your approach and to follow your intuition and your baby’s developmental signs.




myth buster


Babies need to eat rather than play with their food


Embrace your baby’s weaning journey and encourage playing and exploring with food’s flavours and textures as much as possible. After all, taste is just one of the five senses. Get the most out of each meal time by offering a finger food along with a dip or purée for a hands-on weaning experience.








getting started with first purées


Weaning is a slow and steady process, and when you know your baby is ready for solids, a few tastes are likely to be sufficient at first. If you’re starting a little before 6 months, explore fruit and vegetables first before introducing other foods from around 6 months of age.


FIRST TASTES


Babies are born with mature taste buds for sweet, bitter, sour and savoury tastes. However, they will be exposed to breast or formula milk first, which contains lactose, which is naturally sweet. They will therefore happily accept sweet foods.


Although their bitter and sour taste buds are mature at this age, as they have not been exposed to these tastes before, they will need to develop them through food exposure. It is absolutely fine to still offer sweet veg alongside but you just need to ensure you are also offering the bitter vegetables, such as spinach or broccoli, during those early days too.


Start with a single vegetable – sweet root vegetables are a great place to start such as sweet potato, carrot or butternut squash. You then also need to introduce those more bitter tastes such as cauliflower, spinach and broccoli sooner rather than later and repeat these tastes, as your baby will then be more receptive to new foods before she reaches 10 months. These vegetables can be boiled or steamed and blended to a purée – you want your purée to be very smooth, with no lumps – the consistency of runny yoghurt is a good guide to follow.


If you are starting at 6 months, it’s important to introduce foods containing critical nutrients, like iron, fairly quickly. Offer fruit and veg for the first two weeks and then start introducing protein-rich foods like red meat and oily fish such as salmon.




myth buster


Avoid introducing meat and other protein


Red meat, chicken and fish should be introduced to your baby from 6 months, and are an essential part of their diet, as they are iron rich. Make sure they are cooked thoroughly and check well for bones before offering to your baby. Lentils and pulses are also protein rich and make a great addition at this time, too.
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did you know?


Runny eggs are back on the menu


Eggs are one of the most nutritious foods available and your baby can eat them runny when you start weaning at around 6 months following a Government change in advice in 2017, as long as they have the British Lion mark on. Eggs contain specific nutrients to support your baby’s growth, including folate, vitamin D, iodine, selenium, choline and omega 3 fatty acids. Check out egginfo.co.uk for more information. But, it’s safe to say you can go ahead and scramble, poach and boil away!


Baby rice has historically been the first weaning food for many babies. However, questions have been raised with regard to its contribution towards a baby’s nutrient intake, and also its arsenic content, which seems to be higher in rice-based porridges than other grain-based porridges. While there is no harm in giving baby rice and it can still form part of your baby’s diet, it is good to introduce other grains including millet, oats and quinoa to vary not only the taste exposure but expand nutrient intake.


From 6 months, you can also start to introduce soft finger foods like banana or ripe peach that can be ‘gummed’ to a suitable consistency. The more your baby experiments with finger foods the quicker she will become proficient at feeding herself.



OFFERING NEW FOODS



While each and every baby will progress through weaning at a different pace, here is a guide to the kinds of foods that are good for your baby’s growth and development as they go through the stages.
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myth buster


My baby can’t manage textures


Your baby may not have teeth, but from 6 months they will be well able to manage soft lumps and minced or mashed meals, so don’t hold back when it comes to increasing textures.





Snacks


Crafting healthy snacks can be another way of getting those all-important nutrients into your baby’s diet. From 10 months, she can be having two small but nutritious snacks per day in between meals. Try to make sure that snacks contain at least two critical nutrient food items (see here), one of which could be her milk.


It is important to note that this is just a guide. We want baby to be hungry for their next main meal, and some babies will need smaller or fewer snacks than others.
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