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START HERE

Start Here

You do not need to decode every sound,

movement, or expression perfectly. Your baby is

learning how to live in a new world. You are

learning who this particular baby is. This guide

gives you a way to notice patterns, respond

safely, and recognize when a question belongs

with a health professional.

Use this book in three ways:

1 Something is happening now. Turn to the

chapter that matches what you see. Read

the Quick answer and When to get help

boxes first.

2 You want to prepare. Start with Your First 12

Weeks: A Flexible Map, then read one short

chapter at a time. Keep a useful quick-

reference card nearby.
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3 URGENT

You are worried about illness or injury. Go

straight to Chapter 8: When to Call the

Doctor. If your baby is unresponsive, has

severe trouble breathing, or has blue or gray

lips, tongue, or face, call your local

emergency number now. S15

This is general education for families in the United

States with babies from birth through 12 weeks. It does

not diagnose illness or replace your baby’s clinician. If

your baby was premature, has a medical condition, or

has a discharge or feeding plan, follow that

individualized plan and ask your care team how this

guide applies.

A NOTE FROM THE BABY

“You don’t have to guess right every time.

Notice me, try something safe, and ask for help

when you need it.”

!
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Your care contacts

Baby’s clinician:

After-hours line:

Nearest emergency department:

Local emergency number:

Feeding or lactation support:

Trusted person who can help tonight:

Keep these contacts somewhere you can reach

with one hand and very little sleep.
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30
SEC

IN 30 SECONDS

Know the next appointment, the

individual feeding plan, and the after-

hours number. Watch your baby’s pattern

and the whole baby, not a rigid weekly

schedule. Ask early when something

changes or worries you.

CHAPTER 1

1 Learning Your
Baby’s Language

THE QUICK ANSWER

Read signals in groups. Hunger, fullness,

tiredness, discomfort, and a wish for contact

can overlap. Consider the baby’s age, recent

feeding, sleep, diapers, setting, and response to

what you try. S3
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WHEN TO GET HELP CHAPTER 8

If feeding routinely feels difficult, the baby

repeatedly refuses milk, or you are concerned

about intake, talk with your baby’s clinician. S3

If your baby feels unwell, has a measured

fever, is unusually hard to wake, or has a

new breathing or color change, use Chapter

8. S15, S17

WHAT TO NOTICE

Hunger can start quietly

Before crying, a baby may bring hands toward the

mouth, turn toward the breast or bottle, smack or lick

lips, or hold the hands tightly closed. Crying is often a

later hunger sign. If you notice earlier clues, you may be

able to offer a feed while your baby is calmer. These

cues are guides, not a promise that every hand-to-

mouth movement means hunger. S3

Try asking: When was the last feed? What other cues

are present? What happens when I offer milk? A

baby who is due for a feed and turns toward it is giving

you more information than a hand movement alone.

!
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WHAT TO NOTICE

Fullness is a signal, too

A baby may close the mouth, turn away from the breast

or bottle, or relax the hands when full. Pause and

observe rather than urging the baby to finish a bottle. If

feeding routinely feels difficult, the baby repeatedly

refuses milk, or you are concerned about intake, talk

with your baby’s clinician. S3

WHAT TO NOTICE

Tired, overwhelmed, or both?

Some babies become less engaged, look away, fuss, or

have trouble settling when they have had enough

activity. A busy room can make it harder to notice subtle

cues. Lower the noise or light, offer calm contact, and

watch what changes. There is no need to turn every

sleepy moment into a strict schedule. S16

If your baby falls asleep, the sleep space still matters:

place them on their back on a firm, flat, noninclined

surface made for infant sleep, without loose bedding or

soft objects. S1
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WHAT YOU CAN TRY

Contact is a real need

Newborns depend on adults for comfort and regulation.

Picking up and comforting a baby is a response to a

need, not evidence that the baby has learned to

manipulate you. If a baby settles only while held, make a

plan for the adult to stay awake and for the baby to

move to a separate safe sleep space when the adult

needs to sleep. S13, S1
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WHAT YOU CAN TRY

Check simple sources of discomfort

Notice the diaper, clothing that may pinch, the room,

and whether your baby seems hot or cold overall. Cold

hands alone are not a reliable verdict about body

temperature. If your baby feels unwell, has a measured

fever, is unusually hard to wake, or has a new breathing

or color change, use Chapter 8. S15, S17

WHAT YOU CAN TRY

Patterns without pressure

A short note can help when a concern is new: time of

feeds, wet diapers, sleep, and one sentence about what

worried you. You do not need to record every minute

forever. A log is useful when it helps you and your

clinician see a pattern. If it makes you more anxious

without answering a question, put it away unless your

care team asked you to use it.
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A REAL-LIFE MOMENT

Looking away in a busy room

Several visitors have been holding your baby, who now

turns away and fusses.

NOTICE

How are breathing, color, and wakefulness? Is it

time for a feed under your baby’s plan, or could a

diaper or rest matter?

TRY

Let one caregiver take the baby to a calmer place,

check one need at a time, and watch the response.

Looking away may be a request for a pause, but it

does not prove that stimulation is the only issue.

ASK FOR HELP

If feeding is difficult, the baby seems unwell, or

the behavior is a concerning change, call the

clinician rather than continuing to test soothing

ideas. S16, S3, S15

!
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REFERENCE

Sources

The source labels in the chapters refer to the entries

below. This list was compiled September 25, 2026. Your

baby’s clinician can help apply general information to

your baby’s situation.

S1 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), Safe Sleep and

How to Keep Your Sleeping Baby Safe.

S2 AAP, Getting Your Baby to Sleep.

S3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Signs

Your Child Is Hungry or Full.

S4 CDC, How Much and How Often to Breastfeed.

S5 CDC, How Much and How Often to Feed Infant Formula.

S6 CDC, Newborn Breastfeeding Basics.

S7 CDC, Breast Milk Storage and Preparation.

S8 CDC, Infant Formula Preparation and Storage.

S9 CDC, How to Clean, Sanitize, and Store Infant Feeding

Items.

S10 AAP, Signs of Dehydration in Infants & Children.

S11 AAP, Stages of Newborn Sleep.
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https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/safe-sleep/
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/a-parents-guide-to-safe-sleep.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/getting-your-baby-to-sleep.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/mealtime/signs-your-child-is-hungry-or-full.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/mealtime/signs-your-child-is-hungry-or-full.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/breastfeeding/how-much-and-how-often.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/formula-feeding/how-much-and-how-often.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/breastfeeding/newborn-basics.html
https://www.cdc.gov/breastfeeding/breast-milk-preparation-and-storage/handling-breastmilk.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/formula-feeding/preparation-and-storage.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hygiene/about/clean-sanitize-store-infant-feeding-items.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hygiene/about/clean-sanitize-store-infant-feeding-items.html
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/injuries-emergencies/Pages/dehydration.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/Phases-of-Sleep.aspx


S12 AAP, Newborn Reflexes.

S13 AAP, How to Calm a Fussy Baby and Abusive Head

Trauma: Shaken Baby Syndrome.

S14 AAP, Causes of Vomiting in Infants & Children.

S15 AAP, Newborn Reflexes and Behavior Symptom Checker.

S16 AAP, Emotional & Social Development: Birth Through 3

Months.

S17 Wirral University Hospital NHS Foundation Trust,

Temperature.

S18 AAP, Safe Sleep Tips for Sleep-Deprived Parents.

S19 AAP, Swaddling: Is it Safe for Your Baby?.

S20 CDC, How to Prepare and Store Powdered Infant Formula.

S21 CDC, What to Expect While Breastfeeding.

S22 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, How to

Install Rear-Facing Car Seats.

S23 AAP, Bathing Your Baby.

S24 U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, Infant Sling

Carrier Safety.

S25 AAP, Treating Bronchiolitis in Infants.

S26 AAP, Baby’s First Days: Bowel Movements & Urination.
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https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/Pages/Newborn-Reflexes.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/crying-colic/pages/Calming-A-Fussy-Baby.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/at-home/Pages/Abusive-Head-Trauma-Shaken-Baby-Syndrome.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/at-home/Pages/Abusive-Head-Trauma-Shaken-Baby-Syndrome.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/abdominal/Pages/Infant-Vomiting.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/tips-tools/symptom-checker/Pages/symptomviewer.aspx?symptom=Newborn+Reflexes+and+Behavior
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/pages/Emotional-and-Social-Development-Birth-to-3-Months.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/pages/Emotional-and-Social-Development-Birth-to-3-Months.aspx
https://www.wuth.nhs.uk/maternity-services/going-home-advice-from-neonatal-unit/temperature/
https://healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/safe-sleep-tips-for-sleep-deprived-parents.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/diapers-clothing/pages/Swaddling-Is-it-Safe.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/media/pdfs/prepare-store-powered-infant-formula-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/breastfeeding/what-to-expect-while-breastfeeding.html
https://www.nhtsa.gov/car-seats-and-booster-seats/how-install-rear-facing-car-seats
https://www.nhtsa.gov/car-seats-and-booster-seats/how-install-rear-facing-car-seats
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/bathing-skin-care/Pages/Bathing-Your-Newborn.aspx
https://www.cpsc.gov/content/new-federal-standard-to-improve-safety-of-infant-slings-takes-effect
https://www.cpsc.gov/content/new-federal-standard-to-improve-safety-of-infant-slings-takes-effect
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/chest-lungs/Pages/Treating-Bronchiolitis-in-Infants.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/Pages/Babys-First-Days-Bowel-Movements-and-Urination.aspx


S27 AAP, Choose Water for Healthy Hydration.

S28 AAP, The Many Colors of Baby Poop.

S29 AAP, How Can I Tell If My Baby Is Constipated?.

S30 AAP, Newborn Appearance Questions.

S31 AAP, How Your Newborn Looks.

S32 AAP, Umbilical Cord Care in Newborns.

S33 AAP, Jaundice in Newborns.

S34 CDC, 2 Month Online Milestone Checklist.

S35 AAP, Back to Sleep, Tummy to Play.

S36 CDC, Urgent Maternal Warning Signs and Symptoms.

S37 CDC, Symptoms of Depression Among Women; Health

Resources and Services Administration, National

Maternal Mental Health Hotline.

S38 AAP, Fever and Your Baby.

S39 AAP, Urgent Care, ER or Pediatrician? A Parent Guide.

S40 AAP, Your Newborn’s First Week: How to Prepare & What

to Expect.
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https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/nutrition/Pages/Choose-Water-for-Healthy-Hydration.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/Pages/The-Many-Colors-of-Poop.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/diapers-clothing/Pages/Infant-Constipation.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/tips-tools/Symptom-Checker/Pages/symptomviewer.aspx?symptom=Newborn+Appearance+Questions
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/Pages/How-Your-Newborn-Looks.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/bathing-skin-care/Pages/Umbilical-Cord-Care.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/pages/Jaundice.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/act-early/digital-online-checklist/2-months.html
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/Back-to-Sleep-Tummy-to-Play.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/hearher/maternal-warning-signs/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/reproductive-health/depression/index.html
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/national-maternal-mental-health-hotline
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/national-maternal-mental-health-hotline
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/fever/Pages/Fever-and-Your-Baby.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/family-life/health-management/Pages/urgent-care-ER-or-pediatrician-a-parent-guide.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/prenatal/delivery-beyond/Pages/Bringing-Baby-Home.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/prenatal/delivery-beyond/Pages/Bringing-Baby-Home.aspx
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TOOL 1  OF 10

What Does My Baby Need?
A simple observation path for the first 12 weeks

URGENT

Start with the whole baby. Are breathing, color,

alertness, and movement usual for your baby? If

your baby cannot be awakened, has severe trouble

breathing, or has blue or gray lips, tongue, or face,

call your local emergency number. For a rectal

temperature of 100.4°F/38°C or higher at three

months or younger, contact the pediatrician

immediately and seek prompt evaluation. See Tool

8. S15, S38, S39

If there is no urgent sign, check one possibility at

a time:

!
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1 Milk: Early hunger cues? Time since the last feed?

Offer a feed according to the baby’s plan and

watch the response. S3

2 Diaper: Wet or soiled? Any concerning color or

major change? S26, S28

3 Rest: Has the baby had a busy period? Offer

a calm setting. For sleep, use the safe sleep

setup. S1, S16

4 Comfort: Clothing, room, need for contact,

or too much stimulation? Try one simple

adjustment. S13, S16

5 Recheck: Did the baby settle, feed, or return to

their usual behavior? If not, or if something feels

wrong, call the clinician.

This path does not diagnose a cause. It is a

way to gather observations without overlooking

warning signs.
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TOOL 2 OF 10

Early Hunger Cues

Look before the cry. A baby may bring hands to the

mouth, turn toward the breast or bottle, smack or lick

lips, or hold hands tightly closed. Crying is often a later

sign of hunger. Observe several clues and the time

since the last feed; any single movement can mean

more than one thing. S3

Pause for fullness. A baby may close the mouth, turn

away, or relax the hands. Follow the baby’s cues instead

of insisting that a bottle be finished. S3

WHEN TO GET HELP

Ask for help when: feeding is repeatedly difficult,

the baby is hard to wake for feeds, you notice fewer

diapers than expected, or you are worried about

growth or intake. S6, S15

Space for your baby’s own pattern: “My baby

often shows hunger by  and fullness by

.”

!
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REFERENCE

Sources

The source labels in the tools refer to the entries below.

This list was compiled September 25, 2026.

S1 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), Safe Sleep and

How to Keep Your Sleeping Baby Safe.

S3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Signs

Your Child Is Hungry or Full.

S6 CDC, Newborn Breastfeeding Basics.

S10 AAP, Signs of Dehydration in Infants & Children.

S11 AAP, Stages of Newborn Sleep.

S13 AAP, How to Calm a Fussy Baby and Abusive Head

Trauma: Shaken Baby Syndrome.

S14 AAP, Causes of Vomiting in Infants & Children.

S15 AAP, Newborn Reflexes and Behavior Symptom Checker.

S16 AAP, Emotional & Social Development: Birth Through 3

Months.

S18 AAP, Safe Sleep Tips for Sleep-Deprived Parents.

S19 AAP, Swaddling: Is it Safe for Your Baby?.

S26 AAP, Baby’s First Days: Bowel Movements & Urination.
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https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/safe-sleep/
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/a-parents-guide-to-safe-sleep.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/mealtime/signs-your-child-is-hungry-or-full.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/mealtime/signs-your-child-is-hungry-or-full.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infant-toddler-nutrition/breastfeeding/newborn-basics.html
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/injuries-emergencies/Pages/dehydration.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/Phases-of-Sleep.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/crying-colic/pages/Calming-A-Fussy-Baby.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/at-home/Pages/Abusive-Head-Trauma-Shaken-Baby-Syndrome.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/at-home/Pages/Abusive-Head-Trauma-Shaken-Baby-Syndrome.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/abdominal/Pages/Infant-Vomiting.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/tips-tools/symptom-checker/Pages/symptomviewer.aspx?symptom=Newborn+Reflexes+and+Behavior
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/pages/Emotional-and-Social-Development-Birth-to-3-Months.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/pages/Emotional-and-Social-Development-Birth-to-3-Months.aspx
https://healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/safe-sleep-tips-for-sleep-deprived-parents.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/diapers-clothing/pages/Swaddling-Is-it-Safe.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/Pages/Babys-First-Days-Bowel-Movements-and-Urination.aspx


S28 AAP, The Many Colors of Baby Poop.

S32 AAP, Umbilical Cord Care in Newborns.

S33 AAP, Jaundice in Newborns.

S34 CDC, 2 Month Online Milestone Checklist.

S35 AAP, Back to Sleep, Tummy to Play.

S38 AAP, Fever and Your Baby.

S39 AAP, Urgent Care, ER or Pediatrician? A Parent Guide.

S40 AAP, Your Newborn’s First Week: How to Prepare & What

to Expect.
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https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/Pages/The-Many-Colors-of-Poop.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/bathing-skin-care/Pages/Umbilical-Cord-Care.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/pages/Jaundice.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/act-early/digital-online-checklist/2-months.html
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/baby/sleep/Pages/Back-to-Sleep-Tummy-to-Play.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/fever/Pages/Fever-and-Your-Baby.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/family-life/health-management/Pages/urgent-care-ER-or-pediatrician-a-parent-guide.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/prenatal/delivery-beyond/Pages/Bringing-Baby-Home.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/prenatal/delivery-beyond/Pages/Bringing-Baby-Home.aspx

