
 

©2004 - COPEDS                                                                                                                                     

       

                     
 PEDIATRIC DIABETES PROGRAM 

 

 
HIGH BLOOD SUGARS 

(Hyperglycemia) 
 

 

  

 WILLIAM B. ZIPF, MD, FAAP 
 
 

 
ìBobbyís blood glucose level is over 400, what do I do?î 

 
In a comparative sense, what we need to do with a low blood sugar level is logical and 
becomes somewhat automatic. The answer to the question, ìWhat do I do with a low sugar or 
glucose levelî (hypoglycemia) is answered by the demand for immediate attention with efforts 
to increase the amount of sugar in the blood stream (see instructions on ìhypoglycemiaî). 
 
What to do with a high glucose or sugar level (hyperglycemia) is less automatic or obvious. 
High glucose values are of concern for one of two reasons. In general they are of concern 
because, over years, they can cause diabetes complications. Second and less common, a high 
glucose value can alternatively be of concern because it may be a sign of an immediate 
problem and a change in metabolism such as the recent onset of an underlying illness that may 
lead over the next day or two to dehydration, ketosis, and possibly ketoacidosis. An elevated 
glucose value can also be a transient event that needs to be recorded but does not require any 
immediate or even long term changes in the program. Preventing (as opposed to treating) 
hyperglycemia is important because it is the first step in preventing chronic complications of 
diabetes. This requires a clear understanding of the pattern of glucose over weeks and making 
appropriate adjustments in diet and insulin program alternatively, it might indicate a chronic 
problem needing some thought and adjustment in the management program. Knowing if 
hyperglycemia is a sign of an underlying illness or sign of a major change in metabolism is 
important because this may indicate that a change in the management plan is made in the next 
few hours. Being aware that random high blood glucose value can occur and not require any 
immediate or long term intervention is important to prevent undo anxiety and inappropriate 
action (such as sending the child home from school).  
 
There is no clear definition of what a ìvery high valueî is, but commonly values above 250 are 
considered high and values above 300 are considered very high. The real answer to the 
question lies not in the absolute value but in your assessment of your child. For example, if the 
value is 450, but your child is feeling fine and has no ketones in the urine, then this value 
represents recent absorption of a lot of sugar or other carbohydrates that was not well covered 
by the available insulin. Or if your child is on an insulin pump, this could represent a sign that 
there has been a very recent interruption in insulin flow from the pump. In such instance, an 
effort to try to uncover any recent change in the diet or examination of the pump infusion site 
is important and would be helpful but no immediate therapy for that number is needed. 
Alternatively, if your childís glucose is 276, but s/he has moderate ketones, is feeling ill and 
has a fever, then this glucose value represents a change from normal in his metabolism with 
evidence for absolute or relative insulin deficiency and he would benefit from immediate 
therapy. 
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When the glucose value is high, your assessment needs to include: 
 

1. A general assessment of overall health 
 

a. Is the child/adolescent well or ill 
b. Is there a fever? 
c. Is there any nausea or vomiting? 
 

2. An assessment of urine ketones 
 
If this is a persistent or recurring problem, than a review of the insulin dosing over the last 24 
hours and past week needs to be done with the management team to determine it there is a 
need for a change in the insulin infusion if your child is using a pump if the glucose values 
have been elevated on more than 2 tests over the past 4 hours or a change in the management 
program. 
 
If your child is ill, then the ìsick day management guideî needs to be reviewed and followed. 
If your child is feeling fine and is ketone negative, then he may only needs access to extra 
fluids, may need to void more frequently than usual at that moment, and needs more close 
follow-up with repeat glucose and ketone evaluations at 2 to 3 hour intervals. In this instance, 
the high glucose is of concern as it may indicate a change in the pattern of glucose control but 
it is not of concern because there is risk that it endangers the individual at that moment. If it 
persists, than contact with your diabetes management program will be important in the next 
days or weeks. 
 
If you decide to contact us, you will need to provide us with the most recent glucose value 
(within the past 30 minutes), urine ketone test result, and your assessment of your childís 
overall health. If the glucose values have been elevated for the past few weeks and this 
represents change in usual values, then it will be important to set-up an appointment to review 
this change to determine the cause and establish a new treatment plan. 
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