
Childbirth Education Classes
Labour is one of the most precious and memorable days in a lifetime so 
good preparation and planning should go into it. 

Childbirth education classes should be geared not only to the 
pregnant mom, but her partner as well. The intricacies of pregnancy 

and labour can be learnt together – stimulating discussion between 
you as a couple, helping you to work through problem areas 
and finding better solutions to make this life long journey of 
parenting the exciting path in life that it should be. 

The philosophy that should be taught at classes – is one of 
“informed choice through the knowledge of alternatives” – 
in other words the teaching should cover the pros and cons 
of all the options available for the birthing process, and you 
then have the knowledge to make your decision. 

So what exactly do you learn at these classes? 
Typically the course is held one evening a week for 
6 to 8 weeks. In that time being taught about the 
changes that have occurred in the mother’s body during 
pregnancy – which gives the dads an enormous amount 
of insight about what has been happening during the 
past few months. From there, one starts to look at 
what labour is all about – how it starts and then when 
to go to the hospital. One of the most practical and 
beneficial evenings is learning coping skills – skills for 
coping with the pain of labour but equally so the ways 
to cope with the everyday stresses of life – things like 
relaxation, positions, massage, breathing techniques and 
visualisation. Then on to the normal natural process 
of labour – what exactly is it all about! One needs to 
know about what happens if labour and birth don’t 
progress normally – looking at inductions, pain relief and 
caesareans.  The most important issue is to come out of 
labour and to be able to say, “That was a fantastic birthing 
experience.” Practical advice is also discussed – how to 

bath your baby, breastfeeding, handling your baby in general.

Be wary about attending crash courses as these are generally 
not comprehensive classes because of time constraints nor do 

they offer the opportunity to build relationships either with the 
educator or with other couples. 

Childbirth education classes are a must to attend particularly for 
your first baby.  At the worst, the classes will improve your birthing 

experience, and at the best, they can save your life! Birth is one day 
in a life time, and you will get to experience the wonders of birth only 
once or twice in your life so you need to ensure that you come out of 
birth saying that was a great experience as you don’t have time after 
time to perfect the experience. Your childbirth educator can make such 
a difference to your birthing experience. 
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Choosing your childbirth educator 
Your childbirth educator is an important person in your life – she 
is the person who can bring balance and knowledge into your 
experience. Every pregnancy and birth is special and unique, so it is 
important you don’t try to take advice from everybody who has ever 
been pregnant and go by their comments. Every person’s pregnancy and 
labour is different so you need to be taught the facts about the subject. 
That is why it is essential that your childbirth educator has a medical 
background, that she understands the birthing process. Most childbirth 
educators are nursing sisters and midwives, some have even gone on 
to specialize in childbirth education.  A midwife has delivered babies, 
she understands labour. Hopefully she is a mother herself and has the 
balance in her teaching between what the text book teaches and the 
reality of the experience, drawing from her knowledge and her expertise.  
Her teaching philosophy should be “freedom of choice based on the 
knowledge of alternatives”. Classes should be geared not only to 
pregnant moms but their partners as well. 

She is there to impart information as well as skills that benefit your 
labour. She is there to help improve the communication between you 
and your caregiver, giving you advice to enable you to have the birthing 
experience you desire. 

When choosing your childbirth educator, some important 
questions to ask her are :
• Her qualifications?
•  Her attendance at the Childbirth Educators Professional Forum 

updates? 
• Is she a mother herself?
•  What are her ideals for labour - do they match your ideals and 
expectations (desires) for your labour?

• Do partners attend all the classes or only a select few?
•  Are there practical sessions on breathing, positions for labour, massage, 

relaxation and visualisation?
• Which birthing methods are included in her course?
•  Which birthing method does she put her emphasis on during her 
teaching? - It is very important that her emphasis should be the birth 
you are striving for, but she should cover all birthing options

• Length of course
• Cost of course

To find the childbirth educators in your area
• Consult the latest Expectant Mothers Guide
• www.expectantmothersguide.co.za
• 072 351 0051
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Background:  The Childbirth Educators Professional 
Forum conducted nationwide research on Breastfeeding 
Trends in the Private Sector of South Africa in 2011.  
800 women took part in this research. Key messages from 
the research represent some of the issues researched.

Messages:
1. Skin to skin between mother and newborn AT birth  
promotes the early initiation of breastfeeding (i.e. Waiting for cues 
from the baby, which can take up to an hour after birth.)

2. Hospitals need to review their philosophy and policies 
to encourage immediate skin to skin contact at birth for 
healthy newborns. This means being woman-centered versus task 
driven ie delay non-emergency tasks until the baby has stabilised on 
the mother’s chest and proceeds to breastfeed.

3. Exclusive breastfeeding is recommended (by WHO) for  
6 months. Many women have to cut their breastfeeding experience 
short due to the current maternity leave package which gives new  
mothers 4 months maternity leave.

4. Obtaining evidence based information on breastfeeding is 
essential during pregnancy. Especially learning the correct latching 
and positioning of the baby at the breast. This reduces so many other  
breastfeeding difficulties.

5. Unless the woman has flat or inverted nipples, nipple  
preparation is unnecessary during pregnancy. Montgomery’s 
tubules on the areolar around the nipple secrete a lanolin like  
substance that softens the nipples naturally during pregnancy.

6. There is strong research and practice evidence that  
shows how unnecessary top-up feeds are for the newborn.   
A teaspoon of expressed breast milk fed to the baby will energise  
the baby and raise its blood sugar negating the need for formula  
top-ups. Introducing formula to a baby in the days following birth 
undermines mom's confidence in breast milk and breastfeeding.

7. The most critical skill for successful breastfeeding is  
latching and positioning the baby at the breast correctly.  

This significantly reduces breastfeeding difficulties and promotes longer  
duration of breastfeeding.

8. Breastfeeding women reiterate the message that  
breastfeeding is best for the baby.

9. Breastfeeding women are encouraged to start or attend 
breastfeeding support groups for ongoing advice and support.

10. “Be patient and persevere”,“It’s hard in the beginning but 
it gets better,” “Baby demands breast milk by suckling at the 
breast which stimulates the continued supply of breast milk”.

These are strong messages from  
breastfeeding women who took 

part in the research. 

“Encourage, support and 
don’t give conflicting advice”, 
“Provide better breastfeeding 

education” 

These were strong message from 
women to the health professionals.
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The opinion used to be that if you wanted to breastfeed, put your baby  
to the breast as soon as possible after birth. However new research has 
come out by Ann-Marie Widstrom, a Swedish researcher on skin-to skin  
contact between mother and baby. Widstrom describes the nine stages  
that occur in the first hour or two after birth when a baby is placed  
immediately skin to skin with his mother.  She believes that if a baby is  
put skin to skin on the mother’s chest immediately after birth, without  
a delay for routine procedures, and left there undisturbed as he goes  
through the nine developmental stages at his pace, that the likelihood  
of breastfeeding success is greatly enhanced. 

When a baby is in skin to skin contact after birth there are nine observable 
newborn stages, happening in a specific order, that are innate and instinctive 
for the baby. 

Stage 1:  The Birth Cry
This distinctive cry occurs immediately after birth as the baby’s lungs expand 

Stage 2: Relaxation
During this stage, the newborn exhibits no mouth movements and the hands 
are relaxed. This stage usually begins when the birth cry has stopped. The 
baby is skin to skin with the mother and covered with a warm, dry towel or 
blanket 

Stage 3:  Awakening
During this stage, the newborn exhibits small thrusts of movement in the 
head and shoulders. This stage usually begins about 3 minutes after birth.  

The First Hour After Birth:
A Baby's 9 Instinctive Stages

The newborn in the awakening stage may exhibit head movements, open 
his eyes, show some mouth activity and might move his shoulders. 

Stage 4:  Activity
During this stage, the newborn begins to make increased mouthing and 
sucking movements as the rooting reflex becomes more obvious. This 
stage begins about 8 minutes after birth. During the activity stage, the 
newborn could:
• keep eyes open
• look at the breast
• salivate to the point of dampening the mother’s skin
•  root by moving his mouth from side to side over the skin by rubbing 

the cheek against the mother’s chest
• move his hand to the mouth
• move his hand to the mother’s breast and back to the mouth
• protrude the tongue
• look at his mother
• massage the breast with one or both hands
•  exhibit high rooting (rooting that includes lifting part of the baby’s torso 

from the mother’s chest) 

Stage 5: Rest
At any point, the baby may rest. The baby may have periods of resting 
between periods of activity throughout the first hour or so after birth 

Stage 6: Crawling
The baby approaches the breast during this stage with short periods of 
action that result in reaching the breast and nipple. This stage usually 
begins about 35 minutes after birth. The crawling stage does not need to 
involve “crawling”. It could be accomplished through leaping, sliding or 
crawling and sometimes in conjunction with pushing and rooting

Stage 7: Familiarization
During this stage, the newborn becomes acquainted with the mother  
by licking the nipple and touching and massaging her breast. This stage 
usually begins around 45 minutes after birth and could last for  
20 minutes or more. During familiarization, the baby may touch the  
mother’s breast, may mouth on his own hand, lick the mother’s breast, 
look at the mother, make soliciting sounds to get the mother’s attention, 
mouth the nipple, lick the nipple, move his hand from his mouth to the 
mother’s breast, protrude his tongue, look at other people in the room, 
or massage his mother’s breast 

Stage 8: Suckling
During this stage, the newborn takes the nipple, self attaches and suckles. 
This early experience of learning to breastfeed usually begins about an 
hour after birth. If the mother has had analgesia or anaesthesia during 
labour, it may take more time with skin to skin for the baby to complete 
the stages and begin suckling

Stage 9: Sleep
The baby and sometimes the mother fall into a restful sleep.  
Babies usually fall asleep about 1 ½ to 2 hours after birth. 
She emphasizes the critical importance of NOT forcing the infant  
to the breast and of allowing the infant to proceed through the nine  
stages at his own pace.


