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Managing the Calf from Weaning Through Four Months of Age 
 
The purpose of this article is to discuss feeding and management of the transition calf which, for our purpose, will 
be identified as a calf from weaning to 4 months of age.  This is an age when calves are subjected to much stress 
and often do poorly; however, there is a shortage of information from research conducted with calves of this age.  
The lack of research is due in part to the fact that this is not an age when the animal uses a commercial product 
that yields sufficient revenue to make it feasible for any company to support much research, and research 
concerning management of this animal is not high on the priority for state or federal research funding. 
 
 

“Some producers think of the calf before weaning as a baby, but that after weaning  

a significant change in maturity has taken place.” 
 

 
This is unfortunate because in some ways the transition period is one of the most stressful periods of life.  Full 
dependency on the rumen (which is still changing rapidly), a change from passive to active immunity, the need to 

adapt to a markedly different type of housing, and closer contact with other animals are stresses usually 
encountered during this period of time.  Good management is needed to minimize the effect of these stresses, 

and to reduce or eliminate the post-weaning slump that often occurs at this time. 

 

Assumptions 
Ideally, certain things will be true about the calf when it is weaned.  I will assume that these things  
are true and will discuss the cause and effect when they are not true.  These assumptions are: 

 

1. The calf is healthy.  Weaning is not a stress that should be imposed on a calf that is not healthy. 
 

2. The calf was eating at least 1.5 pounds of dry feed on 3 consecutive days before it was weaned.  If the calf is 
fed milk or milk replacer until it can eat and digest enough dry food to supply needed nutrients; it follows that 

the amount of dry feed consumed should be the most important criterion to use to determine when the calf 

should be weaned.  Also, good feed consumption is a good indicator of good health. 
 

3. The calf is between 4.5 and 7 weeks of age.  Using good management and a good calf starter, most calves 
will be within this age range when ready to wean.  However, each calf is an individual and should be treated 

as such, and age should not be the primary criterion for deciding when to wean a calf. 
 

4. The rumen of the calf is properly developed from the standpoints of size, musculature, microorganisms, and 

papillae.  The development of size and musculature are related to the bulk of dry feed that the calf has been 
consuming.  Rumen microorganisms develop properly when provided the proper nutrients and are properly 

adapted to the specific feeds that are fed.  The growth of rumen papillae depends on formation 
 

of volatile fatty acids, especially butyric acid.  These volatile fatty acids can be formed as a result of fermentation 

of concentrate-type ingredients.  Proper morphological development of papillae, and development of omasum, 
depend on an abrasive property of the feed, and concentrate-type ingredients may not supply this needed 

property. 
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Guiding Principles we Should Follow 
 

A good management program for transition calves will be developed with the following rules or thoughts in mind. 
 

1. Stress should be reduced as much as possible. 
 

2. Unavoidable stresses should be spread out.  It is actually the practice on some farms to wean, dehorn, 

castrate (if a male), change dry feed, and move the calf, all on the same day.  Small wonder that the calf has 
a post-weaning slump.  Weaning is a major stress and none of the other stresses should be imposed on the 

same day.  Dehorning and castration should be accomplished early in the life of the calf so that stress is 
finished before the calf is weaned.  For several days after weaning the calf should be kept in the same 

location (pen or hutch) and fed the same starter.  This allows the calf to adapt to eating only dry feed 

without other stresses, and provides an opportunity to carefully observe the calf to be sure it is adapting all 
right. 

 
3. Make ration changes gradually.  This is a rule that should always be followed when feeding ruminants, and is 

especially critical for young calves. 
 

4. Profit is not a four-letter word.  Most dairymen are in the business to make a profit.  Milk, milk replacer, and 

calf starter are relatively expensive.  Poor quality in any of these feeds should not be tolerated; however, 
there is no point in using any of these when they are no longer needed.  Therefore, the calf should be 

weaned at the proper time and calf starter should not be used when a good quality calf grower is 
satisfactory. 

 

Recommended Program 
 

Weaning to 3 months of age.  When the calf is weaned, keep it in the same location for several days and feed the 
same starter free choice.  During this period of time (+ 7 days) carefully observe the calf.  Dry feed intake should 

increase significantly after cessation of feeding of milk or milk replacer.  The physical nature of the starter should 

be such that it provides adequate abrasive value to support proper morphological development of the papillae.  
Adding 10% chopped (½ to 1½ inches) alfalfa hay to the starter helps ensure that this need is met, and does 

not cause too much reduction in energy concentration.  This alfalfa should be added t the starter during the first 
week of the life of the calf. 

 

 
“A common recommendation is to feed no hay before weaning but  

feed it free choice after weaning.” 
 

 
The problem with this is that some, if not most,  calves will eat a lot of hay and little concentrate.  The rumen 

microorganisms are not adapted to hay, and the hay does not provide enough energy even if the microorganisms 

were adapted; therefore, the rumen is not providing needed nutrients at the very time when the demand is 
higher than at any other time.  By feeding a mixture of starter and chopped hay, we are ensuring that the feed 

consumed by the calf will be what we want it to be. 
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When the calf is moved from the hutch or pen it should be moved to a small pen that has only a few calves of 
the same size.  A pen that provides 30 ft2/head and contains no more than 8 calves would be adequate.  The 

same starter, containing 10% chopped alfalfa, and water should always be available.  The feed manger and 
water container should be constructed and maintained so that the feed and water are readily available.  While in 

this pen, the calf can adjust to group housing without the stress of dietary change.  Calves can be moved from 

this pen (Transition Pen 1) after about two weeks. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


