
Transitioning  

from bottle to cup

A practical guide for  
early years educators
Moving from bottles to cups is an important 
developmental step for infants, but it is not 
always a straightforward transition. Some 
children adapt quickly, while others may 
need more time, reassurance  
and consistency.

Early years educators play an important 
role in supporting families through 
this stage by creating positive drinking 
routines, encouraging cup skills and 
understanding the reasons behind 
current recommendations.

This resource outlines why prolonged 
bottle use is discouraged and offers 
practical, realistic strategies to help support 
children with the transition in a calm and 
responsive way.

Why is it important to move away  
from baby bottles?
Research shows that prolonged bottle use can 
contribute to tooth decay, particularly when bottles 
are used frequently throughout the day or at bedtime.

The Committee on Medical Aspects (COMA) report 
recommends that bottle use should be actively 
discouraged from around 12 months of age.

This is because:

•	 Bottles encourage a sucking action rather than sipping

•	 Fluids flow more slowly through bottle teats, 
increasing contact with teeth and increasing the risk 
of bottle caries (tooth decay)

•	 Night-time bottles can leave milk sitting  
around the teeth for prolonged periods

•	 Continued bottle use may also delay progression  
to more age-appropriate drinking skills



Introducing cups early

Early exposure 
to cups with guided 

support helps children 
become comfortable  
with drinking from 

something other than 
a bottle long before 
bottles are removed.

Supporting the transition  
around 12 months 
Children transition away from bottles in 
different ways.

Some families may choose to:
•	 Gradually replace one bottle feed at a 

time often leaving the bedtime bottle 
until last

•	 Remove bottles altogether and switch 
fully to cups. This might include a ritual 
such as a ‘bottle fairy’ who brings a new 
toy or cup in to replace any bottles

•	 Include the child in the transition by 
allowing them to choose a new cup as 
part of the transition process

•	 Make drinking from a cup fun and 
exciting by adding a curly straw

One of the most helpful strategies is to introduce 
an open top cup during weaning.

From around 6 months:
•	Offer small amounts of water in a free-flow 

beaker or open cup alongside weaning meals

•	 Allow babies to explore, practise  
and play with cups

•	 Assist babies by holding the  
cup gently to their mouth

•	 Focus on familiarity and skill development  
rather than how much they drink

•	 Expect and allow spills as part of learning

•	 Create a relaxed environment around  
self-feeding and drinking development

There is  
no single “right” 

approach. What matters 
most is consistency and 
finding a method that 

works for the child  
and family.



Working 
collaboratively 

with parents  
and carers

Sharing 
evidence-

based guidance 
in a supportive,  

non-
judgemental 

way

Encouraging 
age-appropriate 

drinking  
skills

Offering 
reassurance 

that resistance  
to change is 

common

 
Using 

consistent  
cup routines  

within  
the setting

The role of early years educator
Early years professionals can support this 
transition by:



Not all cups are equal, and it is important to choose one that supports  
a sipping rather than sucking action to allow children to develop  
age-appropriate drinking skills and protect teeth. The best cups to support 
good oral health and drinking skills are free flow beakers or open top cups.

Choosing  

suitable cups

Open top cups
Open top cups have no lid or spout and help children 
develop mature drinking skills. These cups are 
encouraged as soon as children are developmentally 
ready. Open cups come in different shapes and sizes 
and sometimes include handles for easy gripping. 
Choose a cup size that suits the child’s mouth and feels 
comfortable to them.

Free-flow beakers
Free-flow beakers allow liquid to move freely through 
the open spout when tipped, encouraging sipping 
rather than sucking. This reduces the amount of time 
fluid remains in contact with the teeth. 

Cups to avoid
Some “non-spill” or valve cups require 
children to suck strongly in a similar 
way to feeding from a bottle teat. This 
can limit the development of mature 
sipping skills and may increase the 
amount of time milk or other drinks 
remain in contact with the teeth, 
which can contribute to a higher risk 
of dental caries (tooth decay).

In some cases, removing the valve 
from a cup can help convert it into 
a free-flow beaker and support a 
smoother transition away from 
bottle-style drinking patterns.



Supporting emotional comfort 
during the transition
For some children bottles are associated with far 
more than just milk intake. Bottles can become 
closely linked with comfort, sleep, security and 
familiar routines, which is why some children 
may find the transition emotionally challenging, 
particularly at bedtime. Families may benefit 
from reassurance that this is a normal part of 
development and that children often need time 
and consistency to adjust to new routines.

Supporting children and their families 
emotionally alongside the practical transition 
can help make the process feel calmer and 
more manageable. 

What if a child refuses to drink any 
milk from a cup?
Some parents and carers may worry if a child 
refuses to drink milk from a cup after bottles are 
removed. However, from 12 months onwards, milk 
intake does not need to be particularly high, and 
around 300–400ml per day is generally sufficient 
providing they are eating well at meal and snack 
times. Remember that, children can get important 
nutrients such as calcium from a variety of other 
dairy foods across the day, including yoghurt, 
cheese, milk on cereal, rice pudding or other 
dairy-based desserts. This can often provide 
reassurance that nutritional needs can still be met 
even if milk intake reduces during the transition 
away from bottles.

Alternative comfort strategies can help 
children feel secure while adapting to the 
change, such as:

•	 Extra cuddles and reassurance

•	 Stories or songs

•	 Comfort objects such as blankets  
or soft toys

•	 Consistent bedtime routines

Remember...
Transitioning from bottle to cup is an 
important developmental milestone, but 
it is rarely a one-size-fits-all process. With 
responsive support, consistent routines 
and positive encouragement, most 
children gradually adapt successfully over 
time. Early years educators are well placed 
to support both children and families by 
promoting healthy drinking habits in a 
calm, practical and non-judgemental way.

For further 
information on 

suitable drinks for 
young children and oral 

health guidance, visit  
the NHS website:

NHS Drinks and Cups 
Guidance

E: hello@nurserykitchen.co.uk
W: nurserykitchen.co.uk  T: 01245 808080
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