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S U P P O RTING STUDENTS WITH TYPE 1 DIABETES IN THE CLASSROOM

A  SURV I VAL GUIDE

• A low blood sugar that requires assistance -
If the student needs assistance to manage a
low blood sugar or if it takes them longer
than 15 minutes to recover from a low
blood sugar.

• Illness - If the student is unwell at school,
phone parents immediately. If you are
unable to reach them, call 911, be sure to tell
EMS the student has type 1 diabetes.

• If there are frequent low blood sugars - 
If the student is experiencing several low
blood sugars a week.

• If diabetes supplies are depleted - 
The student must have a reserve of fast 
acting sugar at the school at all times.

• If bl ood su ga rs are out of ra n ge - The stu den t’s
individual school diabetes plan should 
indicate when parents need to be notified

• If the insulin pump is beeping - All ow the
s tu dent to call their parents to probl em solve
a ny issues rel a ted to the pump with out del ay.

View the DVD that accompanies this pamphlet “ Diabetes in the Classroom”.

www.diabetes.ca

www.diabetes.org

www.jdrf.ca
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THIS GUIDE WAS DEVELOPED TO PROVIDE SCHOOL STA F F

WITH GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT TYPE 1  DIABETES. IT

IS HOPED THAT STAFF WILL FEEL COMFORTABLE PROVID-

ING THE NECESSARY SUPPORT AND ACCOMMODAT I O N S ,

SO STUDENTS WITH TYPE 1  DIABETES CAN LEARN IN  AN

ENVIRONMENT THAT IS SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE.  k

- is one of the most common chronic diseases of
childhood. It develops when the body's immune
system destroys the insulin producing cells of
the pancreas. Insulin is an essential body
requirement and without it, the body cannot use
food for energy. Type 1 diabetes can only be
managed by taking insulin injections.

In contrast, type 2 diabetes develops when the
pancreas does not produce enough insulin or
the insulin produced is not used effectively.
It develops more frequently in adults and can

often be managed with exercise and pills.

Staying healthy means

keeping blood sugar levels

as close to normal as 

possible. The three main

variables of control are

food, insulin & exercise.

cannot be cured , but it can be well managed . Th ere are cert a i n
activi ties a stu dent with type 1 diabetes must do to help keep their bl ood su ga rs in a healthy ra n ge .

Eat
Food is like medicine to 

the student with diabetes

To avoid a low blood sugar,

it is important that:

· The stu dent has su f f i c i ent time to eat 
t h eir food .

·  Snacks or lunches are not delayed or missed.
· All of the snack / meal is eaten.
· Adult supervision may be required

for a younger student.

Check 

Blood Sugar 
· The student will usually check their blood

sugar level using a special meter; before
eating a meal / snack and whenever they
feel unwell.

Take Insulin
· The student may have to take an injection

of insulin at lunch time using either an           
INSULIN SYRINGE 

· Insulin syringes are specially made syringes
for self injection of insulin 

INSULIN PEN

· Insulin pens look like a pen and allow the
student to dial in the desired dose.

INSULIN PUMP

· The student who wears an insulin pump
receives insulin continuously via a small
catheter placed under the skin.

The student must press buttons on the pump
to receive the correct dose of insulin.
The pump must be worn 24 hours a day and can
on ly be taken of f for short peri ods su ch as gym .

· The student needs to be able to check

their blood sugar and take their

insulin in a safe, convenient location,

where they feel comfortable.

· They need a safe place to store

their supplies. 2 3

Insulin
Lowers blood sugars.

Insulin must be taken by injection,

or by wearing an insulin pump.

Younger students do not usually

take insulin injections 

at school.

Food
Raises blood sugars.

The student must eat measure d

amounts of carbohydrates at 

c e rtain times of the day in order 

to balance the injected insulin. 

Exercise
Usually lowers blood sugars.
The student may take some juice

or a snack before an activity to 

prevent a blood sugar 

from going too low.
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Hypoglycemia
Low blood sugar signs and symptoms

T R E M B L I N G

H E A D A C H E S

M O O D

C H A N G E S

E X T R E M E

TIREDNESS 

& PA L E N E S S

B L U R R E D

V I S I O N

S W E AT I N G

D I Z Z I N E S S

H U N G E R

Wh en su pporting a stu dent with type 1 diabete s
the em er gency situ a ti on you are most likely to
en co u n ter is a Low Bl ood Su gar also know as a
hypoglycemic re acti on or insulin shock .

A low bl ood su gar means that the level of
su gar pre s ent in the bl ood is inadequ a te for the
brain to functi on properly. Wh en the bra i n
detects the bl ood su gar level as being too low it
s ends cues or signals to the stu dent to alert them .

On the stu dent's sch ool plan there should be
a de s c ri pti on of h ow the stu dent wi ll feel wh en
t h ey are ex peri encing a low bl ood su ga r. Every
s tu dent wi ll have their own unique signs and
s ym ptoms of feeling low (see oppo s i te page ) .

Low bl ood su ga rs can occur at any time and
a ny place . Th ey are not alw ays pred i ct a ble or
preven t a ble so being prep a red is the key.

Hypoglycemia (low blood sugar) 

Know which student has 
type 1 diabetes 
· Encourage the student to wear their 

medic alert bracelet

Be alert to the changes that 
signal a low blood sugar
· If the student looks unwell, acts strangely or

states they feel low, stay with them and allow
the student to check their blood sugar 

Know what might cause a 
low blood sugar
· Insufficient food due to a delayed

or missed meal 
· More exercise than usual
· Too much insulin

Know how to treat a low blood sugar
· At the first sign of a low blood sugar allow

the student to check their blood sugar 
level using their meter

· If the reading on the meter is below 4.0 
ensure the student takes their fast acting
sugar immediately.

Some examples are:

175mls (6oz) juice or pop (not diet) 
or 5-6 lifesavers

or 3 glucose tablets or as directed by parent

Understand that the student is in 

a very vulnerable state when their

blood sugar is low.

· The student whose blood sugar is low may

not be able to think clearly. They need to be

supervised, by an adult, until they feel better.

This can take up to 15 minutes. If the 

student doesn't feel better after 15 minutes

ask them to recheck their blood sugar level.

If the reading is still below 4.0 repeat the

above action and call their parents.

If in doubt manage as a low 
blood sugar 
· If the student looks unwell, acts strangely

or states they feel low and is unable to check
their blood sugar, manage the situation as 
a low blood sugar.

How to keep a student 

with type 1 diabetes safe

4947_Diabetes Booklet_F5  2/13/08  12:44 PM  Page 4



6 7

What can cause a 
high blood sugar?
· Too much food
· Illness 
· Stress
· Growth spurts 
· Less than the usual amount of exercise

(indoor recess) 
· Not enough insulin / insulin pump not

working
· Sometimes we don't know why the blood

sugar is too high!

What can I do to help the student
whose blood sugar is too high?
Un derstand that the stu dent may feel unwell
wh en their bl ood su gar level is high . All ow the
s tu dent to ch eck their bl ood su gar since
s ym ptoms of a high bl ood su gar can be 
con f u s ed with sym ptoms of a low bl ood
su ga r. Un derstand that these sym ptoms are
beyond the con trol of the stu den t .

· Allow the student to drink water at their desk
· Allow the student to have open

bathroom privileges
· Understand that the student may feel

irritable & tired, which can impact their 
academic performance

· See the student's school diabetes plan,
parent may need to be notified.

· Do not use exercise to lower bl ood su ga rs 
as this can po ten ti a lly make the bl ood su gar 
go high er.

D R O W S I N E S S

E X T R E M E

T H I R S T

FREQUENT 

BED WETTING

FREQUENT 

URGE TO 

U R I N AT E

D RY MOUTH

B L U R R E D

V I S I O N

Hyperglycemia (high blood sugar) 

Blood sugar levels are constantly changing.
Someone who does not have type 1 diabetes 
is able to automatically adjust the amount of
insulin their body requires to keep their blood
sugars within a tight range. When someone
develops type 1 diabetes they lose the ability
to internally regulate their blood sugar levels
because their pancreas no longer makes 
sufficient insulin. The student must try to
control their blood sugar levels using injected
insulin. It is not always easy to control blood
sugars using injected insulin because there are
many factors that influence blood sugars that
cannot be controlled.

Inevitably there will be times when the student
will experience blood sugar levels that are too
high. A blood sugar >14 is usually considered
too high but refer to the stu dent's plan for 
i n d ivi du a l p a ra m eters . The earliest and most
obvious sym ptoms of a high bl ood su gar are
i n c re a s ed thirst and uri n a ti on (see oppo s i te
p a ge ) . A high bl ood su gar is NOT an em er gen c y
but it may requ i re accom m od a ti ons in the
cl a s s room .

Hyperglycemia
High blood sugar signs and symptoms
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Checking 

blood sugars
The age at which a child is able to perform self
c a re tasks, su ch as ch ecking their bl ood su gar is
very indivi dual and va ri a bl e . A ch i l d ’s capabi l i ti e s
and wi ll i n gness to provi de sel f - c a re needs to be
respected. By age 8, most children can inde-
pendently perform their own blood sugar
checks. The ability to use a meter to check
bl ood su gar levels devel ops mu ch more qu i ck ly
than the capacity to interpret the results.

Meal/snack times
Extra supervision may be required during
snack or meal time to ensure that the young
child eats all of the food provi ded by the paren t .
Allowing sufficient time to eat all of the food
is important because eating inadequately,
delaying a meal or skipping a snack can easily
cause a low blood sugar.

If a young child refuses to eat or drink all
of their meal or snack a pre-arranged replace-
ment may be substituted, after consultation
with the parent, this should be included in the
diabetes school plan.

Regular communication between the
teacher and the parents regarding special 
classroom events and changes to the usual
schedule will enable the parents to make
accommodations and adjustments to the
child’s diabetes management 
so they can safely
participate in all
of these activities.

Activity
Exercise can lower bl ood su gar level s . Yo u n g
ch i l d ren typ i c a lly are spon t a n eous and unpre-
d i ct a ble in their activi ty level . Being prep a red
and knowing that a low bl ood su gar can devel op
at anytime is the key to keeping the stu dent safe .

Playground supervisors should know which
student has type 1 diabetes, what the signs 
and symptoms of a low blood sugar are and
the action plan to manage the low blood
sugar immediately.

Exercise
can lower

blood sugar
levels. 

Allowing

sufficient time to eat all of 

the food is important because 

eating inadequately, delaying a meal

or skipping a snack can easily 

cause a low blood sugar.
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Helping the young

student with 

diabetes succeed

To pro tect the young child with diabetes in
s ch oo l , clear and regular com mu n i c a ti on
bet ween the parents and the sch ool is essen ti a l .
Com p l eting a sch ool diabetes plan is very
i m port a n t .

It is helpful to remember that the young
student needs acknowledgement of their nor-
mal developmental milestones, in addition to
dealing with the challenges of diabetes.
Diabetes is part of the child’s life; however it
does not define them. Talking in terms of the
child having diabetes rather than being diabet-
ic is helpful because it allows the child to
develop the idea that although they have dia-
betes it does not stop them from being like
every other child in their class and participat-
ing in all classrooms activities.

It is not uncom m on for a stu dent in the
yo u n ger grades (kinder ga rten , grade 1, 2) to be
u n a ble to recogn i ze the sym ptoms of a low

bl ood su ga r. Si m i l a rly, the young stu dent may
not be able to ef fectively com mu n i c a te wh en
t h ey are feeling unwell . Being atten tive to the
su btle ch a n ges in mood and beh aviour can hel p
a te ach er iden tify wh en a stu dent is ex peri en c i n g
a low bl ood su ga r. This wi ll become easier as
the te ach er becomes more familiar with the
tem pera m ent and pers on a l i ty of the stu den t .

A young child will often become quiet and
pale with mood changes such as irritability
when they are experiencing a low blood sugar.
If the student appears to be acting in an
uncharacteristic manner and checking the
blood sugar is not possible, the teacher should
assume that the student is experiencing a low
blood sugar and manage the situation as such.
A temporary elevation of the blood sugar will
not harm the child, but a low blood sugar is
potentially serious. Parents should be notified
each time their child has a low blood sugar
(see the student’s school diabetes plan for
individual expectations).

It is important to notify 

p a rents when supplies 

of fast acting sugar are 

becoming depleted.
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· If a stu den t’s beh aviour seems out of ch a racter
ask them to ch eck their bl ood su ga r, i f n o
m eter is ava i l a ble assume that they have a low
bl ood su gar and stay with them until they take
s ome fast acting su gar and feel well aga i n .

· If a student misses classroom time or an
exam, or if his or her cognition is impacted
by lows or highs, give extra time to make up
missed work, tests, and other assignments.

· During exams allow the student to eat, drink
and check their blood sugar level so they can
manage their diabetes accordingly.

· Having an understanding that the student
may leave the class to use the bathroom
without drawing extra attention to them
can be helpful.

· Avoid labeling a teen as being diabetic, they
have diabetes, it is a part of who they are but
it does not define them.

· Avoid placing va lue ju d gm ents on bl ood su ga r
ch ecks or foods that are being eaten . Keep i n g
com m ents abo ut the bl ood su gar levels neu-
tral helps the stu dent feel less ju d ged . “Th a n k s
for ch eck i n g” is a good re s pon s e .

· Ma ny teens with type 1 diabetes ch oose to
wear an insulin pump to help manage thei r
d i a bete s . If t h eir pump beeps du ring class it is
i m portant to all ow them to call their parent to
probl em solve issues rel a ted to the pump.

· E n co u ra ge the stu dent to advoc a te for
t h em s elves by informing all their te ach ers
a bo ut their diabetes and their needs in 
the cl a s s room .

· Encouragement and support from teachers
can provide an important safely net for
students who try to adjust to all of their new
responsibilities. Your understanding can
make all the difference in the health and 
outlook of the student.

Teens don’t like to be singled out or made to feel diff e rent however anyone with type 1

diabetes, re g a rdless of age, may need help in the event of a low blood sugar. It is

i m p o rtant to understand that when a student’s blood sugar falls below 4.0 they may

not be able to think clearly and they may become easily confused. Hypoglycemia is the

g reatest immediate danger to any student with diabetes. It can impair cognition and

sometimes can be mistaken for misbehavior. 

12

When students enter high school they are
expected to assume more responsibility for
their learning. This is also a time when
they are exposed to new levels of freedom
and opportunity.

S tu dents with type 1 diabetes must not on ly
deal with the social and ac ademic ch a ll en ges of
h i gh sch oo l , t h ey must also learn to take a more
i n depen dent role in the managem ent of t h ei r
d i a bete s . This indepen den ce comes at a ti m e
wh en bl ood su ga rs can be parti c u l a rly difficult
to manage , due to the rapid physical growth and
p s ych o s ocial ch a n ges that occur in ado l e s cen ce .

Teens may be eager to be more independent
in their diabetes management, however the
consequences of this independence can involve
making inexperienced choices with less than
perfect outcomes. For teens the challenges of
learning to balance freedom and responsibility
are compounded by the demands for daily
blood sugar management.

Th ere may be times wh en a teen , with type 1
d i a bete s , s tru ggles with both the idea of h avi n g
d i a betes and with carrying out the daily tasks 
of taking insu l i n , ch ecking bl ood su ga rs , a n d
m on i toring food and exerc i s e . Th ere is no let - u p
in this ri gorous program nor is there a vac a ti on ;
t h erefore , it can happen that teens get ti red and
f ru s tra ted with it.

The teen may struggle with feeling different
from their peers and may be reluctant to
inform their teachers that they have type 1
diabetes. They may not wish to draw attention
to their condition by wearing a medic alert
bracelet. They may be embarrassed to check
t h eir bl ood su gar or take their insulin injecti on
at school or around their friends. Caring for
their diabetes may become less of a priority
for them.

For teens the challenges of 

l e a rning to balance freedom and

responsibility are compounded 

by the demands for daily blood

sugar management.
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DIABETES SHOULD NOT STOP A STUDENT FROM ENJOYING

ANY KIND OF  ACTIVITY.  STUDENTS WITH D IABETES

SHOULD BE ENCOURAGED TO PA RT I C I PATE IN AS MANY

SCHOOL ACTIVIT IES AS THEY CHOOSE.  GOOD PLANNING

IS ESSENTIAL SO THAT THE BLOOD SUGAR BALANCE IS

M A I N TAINED.  THE MAJOR R ISK OF UNPLANNED ACTIVITY

IS A LOW BLOOD SUGAR. THIS CAN OFTEN BE PREVENTED

BY EATING EXTRA FOOD OR DRINKING A  JUICE BOX k

• It is critical that all the student's teachers,
especially gym teachers and coaches are
familiar with the symptoms, management
and prevention of low blood sugar reactions.

• If possible, let the student's parents know
about upcoming activities so they can plan
accommodations for the exercise.

• Ensure the student has their meter and 
supplies readily accessible whenever they
are participating in sports.

• Some students may take a juice box or
extra snack before exercising - see school 
diabetes plan.

• Allow the student to check their blood sugar
level whenever they feel unwell and take a
fast-acting sugar if the reading is below 4.0.

• Exercise can cause a low blood sugar during
an activity, immediately after an activity and
up to 24 hours after an activity.

Every student is unique 

Each student with diabetes may have
different symptoms of a low blood sugar.

Occasional teachers 
need information.

Make sure all occasional teachers are
informed that they have a child,
in their classroom, with type 1 diabetes 
who has a school diabetes plan.

Don't draw unnecessary
attention to your 
student's condition

Students with diabetes want to
be just like every other student.

Don't put a “label” on 
the student with diabetes 

Don't blame diabetes for everything,
we all have bad days.

Always be prepared 
Always carry fast-acting sugar everywhere
including recess, fire drills, field trips,
special presentations & assembly.

Be patient 
High & low blood sugars can make it 
difficult for the student to concentrate,
including during tests and exams.

Keep the lines of 
communication open

Regular communication with the student's
parents is important. Using the student's
agenda to communicate blood sugar 
readings can be helpful.

Consistency 
Always inform parents when there will be
changes to the daily routine especially if
snacks or activity times will be changed.

Support Classmates 
Make sure classmates understand why the
student with diabetes may be eating and
drinking in class at times when it is not 
usually permitted

All school staff
should know

• Which student has type 1 diabetes
• What a low blood sugar is 
• How to respond to a low blood sugar.

Every student with 

type 1 diabetes should have a 

School Diabetes Plan
developed in consultation with the

student's parents to determine the

best support the school can provide

to keep the student safe.
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