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What were the barriers in our breastfeeding journey after we left the NICU? 

What would have made the breastfeeding journey easier? 

Anything you would like to say? 

 

  The day we got home was so good. I felt like I was finally unimpeded and could just try nursing 

whenever the heck I wanted to. I felt so grateful to be free to answer my son when he was looking for 

me or just needed a snack.  I felt like for once I was allowed to respond to my baby the way he deserved 

to be cared for. When I crawled into bed that first night home, I held him on my chest and just cried. It 

was such a cry of relief to hold him truly close to me.  Then tears of mourning over the three weeks I had 

lost.  Our first week home was interesting because my son was still very sleepy and we had a lot of 

gavage feedings to help fill his tummy. He wanted to nurse more and more and I was finding success 

with him. The great thing was that we learned just how effective the ACPC scale is! I was working with a 

pediatrician on transitioning from bottle to breast. I was so grateful to have the scale because I 

essentially had to prove, in a measureable way, how well he had started nursing. . . In all honesty, I had 

quit gavage feedings within the first week and was entirely nursing seamlessly in a short amount of time. 

It was difficult though, I felt like I didn’t have permission to just nurse. I felt like I still was jumping 

through other peoples “Hoops” It took two weeks for the doctor to quit bugging me about adding extra 

calories to my breast milk. This was difficult because my baby was gaining more weight than he needed 

to gain and thriving on just the breast. I felt like the words “Get Him Some Extra Calories”  were going to 

make me lose my mind and more sleep.   

   This part is critical in my mind… Had I known in the NICU just how well that scale works in measuring 

milk transfer I would have wanted to nurse, desperately.  I was told about the scale… I knew it was 

“good” but then I also thought it wasn’t good enough to get us out of the hospital. I wish that I had 

almost been pushed to breast feed and use the scale. The thing that was actually pushed was just pump 

like crazy!  I know that at different gestational development there can be some concern over how much 

effort the baby has to put in to nurse vs how calories they actually get.  I felt like if I chose to nurse and 

was pushy about that choice that I would be making a detrimental choice for my son. I felt like the best 

alternative was to pump so he had breastmilk and didn’t have to work for it. I was told that my son was 

literally too underdeveloped with his fat cheek pads to latch. I knew that seemed weird because he had 

latched well when I tried nursing him previously.  I realize that all the facts have truth and merit in many 

instances. My frustration in hindsight was that all the con’s were laid before me with a lot of caution 

rather that the pro’s and then the push to try and see what happens.  I wish I had felt encouraged to 

hold my baby endlessly. I felt like the lactation team was really wonderful and in my corner. However it 

was like they were the odd men out in the NICU.  I wish instead of settling for my second best type 

mentality, of,” I’ll start nursing when I break out of here” that the lactation team could have had more 



time for helpful influence.  I know they told me many things that were helpful and shared different 

options but it was such a small interaction in comparison to everyone telling you that “Bottles get you 

out of the NICU.”  I wish I had felt empowered to be in charge of my baby from the get go. There were 

so many things I didn’t know… I had to ask hundreds of questions and I felt like I had to fight for every 

inch we got. One of my lactation consultants gave me the best advice I received in the NICU, she told 

me, “ADVOCATE , ADVOCATE, ADVOCATE for YOUR baby”. It was then that I understood the effort that 

was ahead of me.  I know it would have been very healthy for me personally to have had more 

interaction with my lactation team in the NICU, especially due to the circumstances of seclusion with 

Covid-19.  Normally you have people who you’ve surrounded yourself with when you bring a baby 

home. A motherly or sisterly encouragement  provides so much.  In the NICU that is not available in a 

real way. In my mind the lactation team and a few favorite nurses are so vital because they connect with 

you and your baby and help cultivate that mother child relationship in the most vulnerable way.   

 

I truly hope this helps to improve the experience in any way for future NICU Moms and Babies. 

Sincerely, 

Shealyn Hopkins 

 

 


