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If they begin to connect their bed or bedroom 
with painful procedures, they may begin to have 
problems sleeping or staying in bed.

Encourage families to be quick about the 
finger prick. Have the meter prepared and ready 
to go before you approach the child. The person 
doing the testing should hold the child in the 
lap while performing all testing and injections. 
This helps the child realize this process is not 
a punishment and no one is angry with them. 
Children of this age can easily mistake the testing 
process as the result of bad behavior. Parents can 
simply explain, “We need to test now. Here’s a 
little pinch.” Anticipation on the part of the child 
and the family member can make the process 
longer than it needs to be, so it’s best to test blood 
immediately after this statement.

Prepare any insulin out of the sight of the 
toddler and use the same no-nonsense approach 
for insulin injections. If the child becomes 
a true challenge, it will be important for the 
family to realize this is a process that needs to 
happen for the health of the child. Sometimes, 
it will be necessary for two people to hold the 
child during finger pricks or insulin injections. 
Fussiness or tantrums often have just as much 
to do with the interruption in activities as they 
do with the process.

Children of this age will frequently challenge 
the parent. Always encourage families to reaffirm 
their love for the child. A little praise goes a long 
way, even if the behavior has been challenging. 
Toddlers will eventually fall into a pattern and 
accept the routine. Usually this takes about 2-3 
weeks. If the situation remains challenging, con-
sider that the child may be experiencing needle 
phobia and will need a behavioral health referral 
for desensitization. This is often under-recog-
nized, and the assistance of a behavioral-health 
diabetes team member can be a tremendous 
asset for all age groups.

It may be more difficult to recognize the signs 
and symptoms of hypoglycemia in toddlers, as 
their behaviors are often erratic. Toddlers may 
be listless, fussy, irritable or sweaty as a symptom 
of hypoglycemia. Until parents and families 
begin to correlate low blood sugar with certain 
behaviors, it’s best to test when there is a question. 
Hypoglycemia in toddlers can be treated with 
5-10 g of carbohydrates. This could be one-third 
to one-half cup of fruit juice or two sleeves of 
Smarties candy.

Preschoolers
Preschoolers, usually ages 3-5, are busy, energetic 
people who are fascinated by the world and their 
increasing verbal and motor skills. They want to 

explore, understand and master everything. At 
about age 4, they become “magical thinkers” and 
are fond of building relationships between events 
that do not exist as they try to make sense of the 
world. Inanimate objects, animals, stories and 
movies become real. For this reason, explanations 
to questions need to remain simple and language 
needs to be carefully chosen. The parents or 
caregivers are still responsible for all care and 
decision-making in diabetes management.

Although their verbal skills are improving, 
preschoolers do not have a level of cognition 
that would help them understand diabetes. It’s 
best to keep the explanations brief and to the 
point. “We need to keep your blood sugar in 
range. The blood will tell me how much insulin 
you need.” 

You may be able to give the child of this age a 
short warning that it is time to check the glucose 
or receive an insulin injection: “I’m going to go 
and get your meter ready. Why don’t you go sit 
in your chair now?” This gives the child time to 
end the activity and presents a clear idea of the 
expectation.

You also may be able to allow these children 

to wash their own hands before beginning. 
Handwashing can be explained as cleaning 
up the germs and can be done for as long as it 
takes to sing Happy Birthday, but still needs to 
be supervised.

Because they have better verbal skills, they also 
may be able to start to understand what foods 
are acceptable and what foods are not permitted. 
Four-year-olds are capable of verbalizing they 
must have diet soda. This will begin to give them 
some sense of control. This child may enjoy a 
sticker or recognition system for cooperating 
with the process. Even when behavior is not the 
best, they need to be reassured this is a challeng-
ing situation and recognized for trying very hard 
to adapt to the situation.

Preschool children may be able to tell you 
when they are not feeling well. This may be 
hypoglycemia, so it’s best for caregivers to 
become attuned to what the children are saying 
and how they are behaving. While they may not 
be able to accurately say they are experiencing 
symptoms, they will probably know when they 
are not feeling quite right. They also may be 
erratic eaters, so it’s best to know what has been 

Age 
Groups

Developmental 
Characteristics

Approach/Distraction Techniques

Toddlers • Curiosity

• Developing speech and 
gross motor skills

• Resistance to logic and 
negotiations

• May want to “help” but they do not have the skills or 
understanding to help with the diabetes management 
tasks

• Need to be consistently approached in a no-nonsense 
manner; care should be quick and matter-of-fact

• Soothing voices, favorite toy or blanket, comfort hold, 
hugs and kisses, and praise for cooperation

Preschoolers • Magical thinkers

• Short attention span

• Fear loss of control

• May attribute illness or painful procedures to behavior 
— need reassurance, hugs and kisses, and praise

• Use short, simple explanations

• Allow them to wash hands, choose chair to sit in

�School-Age 
Children

• Need to be involved in 
their care

• Able to understand cause 
and effect – concrete 
thinkers

• Allow them to have some responsibility — write 
down their blood sugar and increase responsibility as 
appropriate

• Make a game of carbohydrate counting to begin to take 
responsibility for foods

Adolescents • Struggle with 
independence

• Body image and peers 
most important

• Maintain a conversation regarding all aspects of diabe-
tes management and be ready to step in when needed

• Encourage questions, remain honest and non-
judgmental


