MODULE 8

Weaning and Early Nutrition: Four to Eight
Weeks of Age (Continued)

Developing a Feeding Schedule

As puppies become more proficient at eating solid food, the breeder should establish a consistent
feeding schedule. Predictable meal times help regulate digestion, encourage healthy eating
habits, and make it easier to monitor each puppy's appetite and growth. During the early stages
of weaning, puppies have small stomachs and high energy requirements, making frequent meals
preferable to large feedings.

Most puppies thrive when offered food four to five times daily at four weeks of age. As they
mature and consume larger quantities at each meal, feeding frequency can gradually decrease.
By eight weeks of age, most puppies are comfortably eating three to four meals per day.

During feeding times, breeders should carefully observe the litter. Stronger, more assertive
puppies may dominate food bowls, while quieter puppies can be overlooked. Ensuring that every
puppy has an opportunity to eat comfortably is an important part of successful litter
management.

Monitoring Growth and Development

Even though puppies are no longer newborns, weight monitoring remains one of the breeder's
most valuable tools. Consistent growth indicates that nutritional needs are being met and that
puppies are developing normally.

At this stage, weekly weight measurements are usually sufficient for healthy litters. Breeders
should also evaluate body condition, muscle development, coat quality, and overall activity
levels. Healthy puppies should appear well-rounded and athletic without becoming overweight.

Growth rates vary among breeds and individuals. Rather than comparing littermates, breeders
should focus on whether each puppy is progressing steadily. A temporary plateau in growth may
occur during weaning, but prolonged weight loss or failure to gain weight warrants closer
investigation.



Water and Hydration

As maternal milk becomes a smaller portion of the diet, water becomes increasingly important.
Puppies should have access to clean, fresh water at all times. Shallow, stable bowls are
recommended to prevent accidents and make drinking easy.

Many puppies initially treat water bowls as toys. They may step in them, splash in them, or tip
them over. While this behavior can be frustrating, it is a normal part of learning. Breeders should
simply ensure that clean water remains available throughout the day.

Adequate hydration supports digestion, growth, temperature regulation, and overall health.
Puppies that are active, alert, and producing normal urine are usually maintaining appropriate
hydration.

Common Weaning Challenges

Most litters transition smoothly through weaning, but occasional challenges arise. Digestive
upset is among the most common concerns. Because the gastrointestinal tract is adapting to a
new diet, mild changes in stool consistency may occur during the transition. Abrupt dietary
changes, overfeeding, or poor-quality foods can increase the likelihood of digestive disturbances.

Diarrhea should never be dismissed as normal in young puppies. Because of their small size,
puppies can become dehydrated quickly. Persistent diarrhea, vomiting, decreased appetite, or
lethargy should prompt veterinary consultation.

Some puppies are slower to embrace solid food than others. Patience is important. Most puppies
learn by observing littermates and quickly become enthusiastic eaters once they understand the
process.

The Dam's Role During Weaning

As puppies mature, the dam naturally begins encouraging independence. Nursing sessions
become shorter and less frequent, and she may spend increasing amounts of time away from the
litter. This behavior is a normal and healthy part of the weaning process.

The eruption of sharp puppy teeth often makes nursing uncomfortable, and many dams respond
by standing during nursing or limiting access to the mammary glands. This should not be
interpreted as rejection. Instead, it is nature's way of gradually transitioning puppies toward
independence.

Allowing the dam to regulate much of the weaning process often results in less stress for both
mother and puppies. Breeders should support this transition while ensuring that puppies continue
receiving adequate nutrition.



Tooth Eruption and Oral Development

Between three and eight weeks of age, puppies develop their complete set of deciduous, or baby,
teeth. Incisors usually appear first, followed by canine teeth and premolars. The emergence of
teeth allows puppies to process increasingly solid foods and also influences social interactions
within the litter.

During play, puppies begin mouthing one another, which helps them learn bite inhibition. This
important social lesson teaches puppies how much pressure is acceptable when using their
mouths. Puppies that receive adequate opportunities to interact with littermates generally develop
better bite control later in life.

Breeders should occasionally examine the mouths of puppies during this period. Although
serious abnormalities are uncommon, early detection of oral problems is beneficial.

Key Points

e Weaning should occur gradually over several weeks.

e Puppies should be fed multiple small meals each day.

e Growth should be monitored regularly.

o Fresh water must always be available.

o Mild digestive changes may occur during dietary transitions.
e Dams naturally encourage independence during weaning.

o Baby teeth support the transition to solid food.

o Littermate interactions help puppies learn bite inhibition.



