Module 3:  Signs and Symptoms of High and Low Blood Sugar 
(Hyperglycemia & Hypoglycemia)

	BACKGROUND


Hypoglycemia means that the blood sugar is too low, usually less than 70 mg/dl.  A hypoglycemic reaction may occur in a person who is taking medications for diabetes.  It does not typically occur in someone whose diabetes is controlled by diet and exercise alone.  Hypoglycemia is caused by anything that lowers blood sugar to levels that are below normal, such as too much exercise, too little food or too much medicine.
What are the symptoms of low blood sugar (hypoglycemia)?  

If you have low blood sugar, you may feel:

· Sweaty

· Nervous or anxious

· Weak

· Fast heartbeat

· Numb around your nose or mouth

· Irritable

· Headache

· Confused

· hungry

“Hyperglycemia means high blood sugar.”   Any value higher than the target ranges (more than 115 mg/dl fasting or more than 140 mg/dl 2 hours after a meal) is considered high.  

Sometimes people notice symptoms only when their blood sugar is very high, others notice symptoms if their blood sugar is up just a bit.  Some symptoms of high blood sugar include: 

· Frequent urination

· Feeling weak or tired

· Blurred vision

· Dry mouth

· Thirsty

If blood sugar readings are high for a few days, you may also feel hungry or dizzy when you stand.  Others may notice you are getting confused.  This is an emergency situation and you should go to the hospital/call 911 right away.  

Low blood sugar readings can result in loss of consciousness and in some cases death.  High blood sugars generally do not result in an emergency situation.  If the blood sugar levels increase over a few days, it can result in significant dehydration, which requires medical treatment.  

Clients should know the treatment for low blood sugar and how to contact their doctor/clinic if they have 2 or more low blood sugar readings in a week or persistently elevated high blood sugar levels.  

	PATIENT OUTCOMES/GOALS



By the end of the educational session, the diabetic client will be able to:

1. State one cause of hypoglycemia (high blood sugar)
2. State two symptoms they have either experienced or know to be associated with hypoglycemia
3. State one appropriate treatment for hypoglycemia
4. State one cause of hyperglycemia
5. State one appropriate treatment for hyperglycemia
6. State when to seek medical care for hyperglycemia
	TOOLS/TEACHING AIDES



Aides:  
“Treatment of Low Blood Sugar,” from Type 2 Diabetes:  A Curriculum for Patients and Health Professionals.  ADA, 2002.

Supplies to help make a hypoglycemia kit:  life-savors, juice-box, glucose tablets… 

Handouts: 
· Treatment of Low Blood Sugar
· Low Blood Sugar (Hypoglycemia) 

· High Blood Sugar (Hyperglycemia)

	KEY MESSAGES


1. Symptoms of high and low blood sugar can be very similar and tend to vary from person to person.  

2. Checking your blood sugar level is the only way to know for sure what your blood sugar is.  

3. Treat low blood sugar symptoms immediately as blood sugar can continue to drop and result in confusion, coma and in some cases death.  When in doubt treat symptoms as if they were due to low blood sugar.   

	Assessment Questions
	Content
	Tips and Teaching Aids

	Have you ever had a low blood sugar reaction?  If so, How did you feel?  

What can cause you to have a low blood sugar level?


	Hypoglycemia means that the blood sugar is too low, usually less than 70 mg/dl.
A hypoglycemic reaction may occur in anyone who is taking medications (except Metformin/Glucophage) for diabetes.  It does not tend to occur in someone whose diabetes is controlled by diet and exercise alone.  

Hypoglycemia is caused by anything that lowers blood sugar to levels that are below normal, such as too much exercise, too little food or too much medicine.
If you have low blood sugar, you may feel:

· Sweaty

· Nervous or anxious

· Weak

· Fast heartbeat

· Numb around your nose or mouth

· Irritable

· Headache

· Confused

· Hungry

Others around you may feel you are:

· Irritable/short-tempered

· Not thinking clearly

· Slurring your words

· Confused

· Not sleeping well (thrashing in bed, as if you are having a nightmare)

· Acting groggy or sleepy

Everyone has slightly different signs, it’s important to be aware of your warning signs. 

Some of these symptoms can occur if you are sick or maybe had a poor nights sleep.  The only way to know for sure is to test your blood sugar.  If it is less than 70mg/dl, then you are having a reaction (symptoms of low blood sugar) and you should treat it.  

If you don’t have your monitor or can’t test, then treat your symptoms as if they are hypoglycemia (it’s better to error on the side of treating vs. not treating). 

Note:  Some people don’t get many or any notable symptoms of low blood sugar, but may find that they have a reading of less than 70.  You should still treat the reading, even without symptoms.  


	

	Do you know how to treat a low blood sugar level?  What would you do?  
	If you know or suspect you are having a hypoglycemic reaction, you should drink or eat something right away to increase your blood sugar level. Low blood sugar levels can worsen quickly, so be sure to act fast.  

Refer to the Aide/Handout for specific treatment guidelines.  

Note:  If liquids are listed as part of the treatment, they should be taken first.  
	Aide:  Type 2 Diabetes:  A Curriculum for Patients and Health Professionals, ADA 2002.  “Treatment of Low Blood Sugar”



	What are good foods to use to treat a low blood sugar reaction?  
	Liquids containing carbohydrates are ideal because they are quickly absorbed into the blood stream.  Fruit juice, regular soda instead of diet and milk will all work well for this purpose.
Other foods that are good and often can be carried with you include:  raisins, hard candies (such as lifesavers), sugar packets and fruit.  Glucose tablets can be bought at most drug stores.  
	Tips:  
Be safe and always have some fast acting sugar (juice-box, candies, etc.) with you. 

	
	Safety Considerations/Tips:

· You should never drive a car with a low blood sugar.  Always keep something to treat a low blood sugar reaction in your car, just in case

· Plan ahead and bring food and drink when you exercise.  Check your blood sugar before, during, and after if you experience signs/symptoms of low blood sugar

· Hypoglycemic reactions can occur at night because it is typically the longest time people go without eating.  Keep a fast acting sugar near your bedside

· Inform your family, friends, exercise buddy, co-workers, etc. of your signs of low blood sugar and how to treat it, in the event that you are unable to.  If you are unconscious and can’t take anything by mouth, they should call 911

· Keep the name and phone number of your doctor/health care clinic accessible

· Consider getting some form of diabetes identification (medic alert bracelet or a clothing tag, such as the type that go on shoes)

· Make note of your low blood sugar reactions, if you have two or more a week, and notify your doctor.   
	

	
	ACTIVITY
	

	
	Compile a portable hypoglycemia treatment kit using a sandwich bag or other type of container, to hold a few items the client may have at home.  Include a copy of the “Treatment of Low Blood Sugar” handout.
	Aides:  
Bring along a pack of Lifesavers, a juice box and/or a package of glucose tablets.  


	Assessment Questions
	Content
	Tips and Teaching Aids

	What can cause your blood sugar to go too high?  

What symptoms or feelings do you have when your blood sugar is too high? 

 
	Hyperglycemia means high blood sugar. Any value higher than the target ranges (more than 115 mg/dl fasting or more than 140 mg/dl 2 hours after a meal) is considered high. 
Anything that raises blood sugar can cause it to go too high.  Not taking the right dose of medications, forgetting to take your medications, getting less exercise than usual, or too much food are all things that can cause the blood sugar to go too high.  Sometimes blood sugar readings are high for no apparent reason, which can be very frustrating.  Consider other possible causes, such as emotional stress and illness or infection.   

Sometimes people notice symptoms only when their blood sugar is very high, others notice symptoms if their blood sugar is up just a bit.  Some symptoms of high blood sugar include: 

· Frequent urination

· Feeling weak or tired

· Blurred vision

· Dry mouth

· Thirsty

If blood sugar readings are high for a few days, you may also feel hungry or dizzy when you stand.  Others may notice you seem confused.  This is an emergency situation and you should go to the hospital and/or call 911 right away.  

	

	Think about some times when your blood sugar was too high…how did you feel? Why was your blood sugar too high?  


	Consider some scenarios if the client is having a hard time coming up with an instance:

1. How about after a special dinner/meal or celebration?
2. Have you ever run out of medication and found your blood sugar levels climbing up?  

3. Have you ever noticed a change in your blood sugar when you were ill with a cold or the flu?  

	

	How would you treat high blood sugar readings?  
	The best thing to do when you have a high blood sugar reading is to think back to what may have caused it.  Often you will be able to pin it down and make some corrections (i.e. by balancing between food, activity and medication).  Once you get back to your usual schedule, or start one, it will return to your normal range.  

Sometimes diabetes treatment plans need to be adjusted.  If your blood sugar readings are consistently higher than your personal target range, call your doctor.  If your blood sugars are creeping up higher and higher over a few days, drink extra water and call your doctor to arrange to be seen soon.


	

	How can you tell the difference between low and high blood sugar symptoms?  
	The best way to tell the difference between high and low blood sugar is to test your blood sugar. If you are unable to test and start to feel symptoms that you are not sure about, treat for low blood sugar.  If you start to feel better after the treatment, you probably did have low blood sugar.  
	


	SELF-MANAGEMENT GOAL


Educator may wish to paraphrase the following:

· It’s helpful to consider setting a goal or an aim along with a behavior specific plan that you want to work toward over the next few weeks

· It should be something you want to do in order to improve your health

· It may be specifically related to diabetes or may be just something in general that you want to do to improve your health

· Would you be willing to take a few minutes to think about a goal you would like to achieve and work through an action plan to achieve your goal?

Try to get client to write down their goal and action plan (Self-Management Goal/Action Plan Form). Remember to let them work through the process as much as possible.

Examples of Goals pertaining to this Module/Section Include: 

· Put together low blood sugar treatment kits to keep in their car, at their bedside or on their person at all times
· Teach a family member or friend about low blood sugar and how to treat it
· Investigate diabetes identification cards or clothing clips/bracelets
· Record high or low blood sugar readings (log book) along with comments that may help explain it
	TOOLS/TEACHING AIDES, REFERENCES


Type 2 Diabetes:  A Curriculum for Patients and Health Professionals.  American Diabetes Association, 2002.  

These materials were adapted from Type 2 Diabetes: A Curriculum for Patients and Health Professionals, American Diabetes Association, 2002.

