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Being an Empowered
Patient

CHAPTER

1

1

Oasis
Like hyacinth blossoms
amidst frosted air,
your words are
a haven to a
wintered
soul.

•
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Being an Empowered Patient

Question for Thought:
What is your idea of the perfect healthcare experience?

H

ave you ever left one of your health appointments
disappointed with your visit? Maybe you had just
spoken to a health care professional, but instead of
feeling as if all of your concerns were addressed, you found
yourself with even more questions.
Even though most people are aware of the importance of
communicating with their health care team, it is frequently a
challenge. Sometimes, due to their rushed nature, the visits
themselves can lead to frustration and discouragement.
Perhaps your doctor said something that you didn’t
understand, but you did not feel comfortable enough to ask
for clarification. Perhaps you went to a doctor with several
concerns, but they were not all addressed during the visit. Or
perhaps you simply didn’t feel comfortable enough around
your health care provider to bring up certain personal
matters. Whatever the reason, the end result is that despite
the time spent at the doctor’s office, you are still not getting
the most out of your health care visit.
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Being Empowered for a Healthy Heart
The purpose of this chapter is to help you become an
empowered patient. What does this mean? It means that you
1) know what you want out of your visits, 2) are prepared for
your visits, and 3) know what actions to take to get the most
out of them. Only by being an empowered patient can you
effectively start taking control of your health and chronic
conditions.
In this chapter, I will provide you with practical tools
that you can start putting into use today. These tools will
empower you in your health care visits by helping you
prepare for encounters you might have with the health care
system—whether it is a routine doctor’s visit or an
unexpected trip to the emergency department—and by
helping you make the most out of your interactions with your
health care professionals.

Empowerment Tip #1 - Carry with you an up-to-date
list of your medications at all times.
Even in this age of electronic medical records, few things are
more valuable to a physician than when someone is able to
provide an accurate list of all medications and supplements
that they currently take. If you haven’t yet, take the time to
fill out the Medication List in the back of the book, including
the name of the medication, how much and how often you
take it, and what it is for. Then, put it in your wallet. If you
have a smartphone app that does the same thing, use that.
The next time a health care provider asks you, “What
medications do you take?” show them your list. This will help
streamline the intake process, leaving more time to
address issues that are important to you. It will also be
invaluable if you encounter a medical emergency one day.
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Empowerment Tip #2 - Whenever you think of a
question or a concern regarding your medicine or
your health, write it down. Bring that list with you
to your next visit.
I wish everybody would do this, simply because of the time
constraint of doctor’s visits and their rushed nature. It is easy
to forget what you wanted to ask and just go along with your
physician’s agenda. By having a physical list in front of you,
not only will you be encouraged to actually ask your
questions, but your physician will see that you have
questions and allocate time for them.

Empowerment Tip #3 – Prepare your story.
Whether you are going to the doctor for chest pain or flu
symptoms, it is important to prepare your story. This is
because all health care professionals base their treatment
plan on certain details that you provide about your
symptoms. By knowing ahead of time what you are going to
be asked about, you will not be caught off guard and will be
able to provide all the important information as accurately as
possible, which will help you get the best care possible. The
following are questions that you should always ask yourself
as you prepare to see the doctor.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF BEFORE EACH VISIT
 When did the symptoms start?
 Where is it located?
 How long does it last?
 What makes it better or worse?
 Have I had similar symptoms before, and is it getting
worse or better over time?

 Have I recently changed medications, diet, or exercise
regimen?

 What do I think is causing my symptoms?
 What concerns me the most about my symptoms that I
want the doctor to know?
 What other information do I feel the doctor should
know?
By thinking about these questions ahead of time, you will
be able to provide as many important details as possible
without leaving out pertinent information. This will save
both you and your health care team a lot of time and
frustration and allow the visit to go more smoothly.

Empowerment Tip #4 – Know what questions to ask.
This is so important. All too often, doctors will present their
information and then ask, “Do you have any questions?” only
to have your mind draw a blank. Therefore, to get the most
out of your time with your health care team, make an effort
to always ask these questions:
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QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT YOUR DIAGNOSIS
 What caused my health problem?
 What is the future outlook (prognosis)?
 What can I do to prevent or manage it?
WHAT TO ASK ABOUT MEDICAL TESTS OR PROCEDURES
 How will the results affect my treatment?
 What will happen if I do not do the test?
 How can I prepare for it, and what will it be like?
 How and when will I get the results?
QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT YOUR TREATMENT PLAN
 Are there any other options, and what are the advantages
and disadvantages of each?

 What will happen if I have no treatment?
 What symptoms or side effects should I look for, and
what should I do if they occur?

Empowerment Tip #5 - Always be honest with your
physician.
If the treatment plan being discussed sounds confusing or
makes you hesitate, always say something before you leave.
Never feel afraid to tell your health care provider that you
would prefer an alternative treatment or to simply say, “I
know I’m not going to take that medication, because
___[your reason]___.” By being empowered to speak up, you
will be doing the best thing for your health, as he or she can
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then work with you to find the best solution that you both
feel comfortable with.

Empowerment Tip #6 - You should feel absolutely
comfortable with your health care provider.
This is so important. I hear all too often about bad patient
experiences, and as a physician, it breaks my heart. Every
health care provider has a different personality and treatment
approach, and it may not mesh with yours. Instead of feeling
as if you can’t say anything, I would like to encourage you to
not stay silent. If it is merely a matter of personal preference,
kindly ask for another provider. However, if you feel like
someone is simply being unprofessional, say something. Tell
them, or ask to speak to hospital management. Remember:
you deserve to be respected and you deserve the best care, so
do not settle for anything less.
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Exercises for Empowerment
Medication Recall
Go through each of your medications and ask yourself:
1. How does it help my health?
2. What side effects should I watch for?
Positive Thinking
Write down two negative thoughts that have to do with
taking medications. Then below it, reframe the sentence into
something positive. For example:
“I don’t like having to take pills.” →
“These pills help my heart and keep me out of the hospital.”
“My blood pressure medication makes me tired.” →
“I can tell they’re working and are helping to relax my heart.”
Action Planning for Success
This week, I want to:
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
...and my confidence level is a __________________.

 Check Here When Completed!
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8

Sanctum
From
waning buds
to fragrant blooms
withered blossoms
now renewed
amethyst petals
lace the ground…

Your voice is
a ballad
to my
soul.

•
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Taking Control of Diabetes
Question for Thought:
How has your life been different because of diabetes?

S

imilar to having heart disease, diabetes is a chronic
condition that—while serious—should not deprive you
of a long and fulfilling life. With that said, the
seemingly little things that you do on a day-to-day basis can
end up making a significant difference in how the disease
affects your health and quality of life. What you chose to do
(or not do) everyday plays a role in how well your diabetes is
controlled and helps to determine whether or not the disease
gets worse over time.

OVERVIEW OF DIABETES SELF-MANAGEMENT SKILLS
 Checking your blood glucose.
 Monitoring symptoms and knowing what to do when
your blood sugars get too low or too high.

 Following a healthy eating plan.
 Maintaining regular physical activity and a healthy
weight.
 Effective managing of stress and emotions.
 Knowing what to do in the case of infections and illness.
 Using your medications as prescribed.
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Over the course of this chapter, you will be familiarized with
most of these skills, so that by the time you finish this book,
you will be equipped with the skills you need to manage
many of your chronic conditions. In this chapter, I will focus
on what you can do to take control of your diabetes.

Diabetes Essentials
Diabetes A-B-C’s
When it comes to your diabetes, there are certain things that
play a crucial role in determining whether your condition
improves or worsens over time. These are known as the
Diabetes A-B-C’s: A1c, Blood Pressure, and Cholesterol—the
three health indicators that are essential for you to know and
keep track of.
Now let’s talk a little about each of these, keeping in
mind that the target numbers provided here are general
guidelines, and that your personal goal may be different
depending on your specific health circumstances. This is
something that should be determined between you and your
health care provider.

A = A1c
The A1c (Hemoglobin A1c or HbA1c) test is a measure of
how well your blood sugars have been controlled over the
previous three months. For most people with diabetes, the
goal is to keep the A1c below 7%. However, levels lower than
7% may improve your health even more, so your specific A1c
goal should be something that is determined between you
and your doctor.
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Why is it important to maintain a healthy A1c? This is
because small changes in your A1c number signifies
significant changes in your average blood glucose level:
A1c (%)
6
6.5
7
7.5
8
8.5
9
10
11
12
14

Average blood glucose (mg/dL)
135
153
170
187
204
222
240
275
310
345
380

As a result, these apparently miniscule changes in your
A1c can make a big difference in your health over time as it
affects your chances of getting serious diabetes-related
complications (such as heart damage, kidney failure, vision
loss, nerve damage, and serious infections). Lowering your
A1c number by just one percentage point can reduce your risk
for overall complications by over 30% and cut your risk of
having a heart attack by 20%. Similarly, each A1c percentage
point above 7.0% doubles your risk of complications.

A1c goal = Lower than 7%

B = Blood Pressure
For most people with diabetes, the recommended blood
pressure target is below 140/90 mmHg (although this
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number can be very different for different people, so you
should go by the blood pressure goal recommended by your
health care provider).
If you haven’t yet, it is worthwhile to invest in a home
digital blood pressure monitor and to check your blood
pressure twice daily and record the numbers on a blood
pressure log to bring with you to your doctor’s appointments.
A simple blood pressure log provides valuable information
for both you and your physician and is something that can
help guide your care.

Blood pressure goal = Lower than 140/90

For your convenience, a Heart Health Log is included in the
back of this book for you to use, although there are also
smartphone apps for tracking blood pressure as well.

C = Cholesterol
You should be (and probably already are) getting your
cholesterol and triglycerides (‘blood fat’) levels checked at
least once a year. The goals for most people are as follows
(keeping in mind that LDL is bad, so lower is better, and
HDL is good, so higher is better). Again, these numbers may
be modified based on your individual health profile and is
something that should be determined between you and your
doctor.
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LDL = under 100 mg/dl
Triglycerides = under 150 mg/dl
HDL for men = above 40 mg/dl
HDL for women = above 50 mg/dl

Eating with Diabetes
A long time ago, there used to be the thought that having
diabetes meant that you had to deprive yourself of many of
the foods you enjoy. What people eventually found out was
that this is not exactly true. Rather, research has shown that
it is okay to still eat your favorite foods, as long as you are
careful of the amount you eat. For some people, that would
mean enjoying those foods in smaller portions or less
frequently.
This is not to say that it is unnecessary to plan ahead.
Actually, when it comes to eating with diabetes (or eating to
prevent diabetes), one of the keys to success lies in how well
you track the foods you eat and how well you plan your
meals. In this chapter I am going to introduce one of the
simplest ways to plan your meals: the Create Your Plate
method. Create Your Plate is a meal-planning technique that
is approved and recommended by the American Diabetes
Association and which has the advantage of being less
cumbersome than the traditional carbohydrate-counting
method. However, if you already have a good system that you
use and that works for you (such as carbohydrate counting,
which I will discuss in the next section), that’s wonderful!
Stick with it. But if you do not have a go-to method, or are
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like many people who find diabetic carb-counting tedious,
rest assured; this is for you.

Create Your Plate
Create Your Plate is one of the simplest ways to manage your
blood sugar levels and also to lose weight. With this method,
you do not need special tools or calculations; you
simply choose the foods you want to eat and fill your plate in a
particular fashion that automatically guides your portion
sizes. Ready to see how it works? Let’s go!

6 STEPS TO CREATING YOUR PLATE
1. Using a 9-inch (23 cm) dinner plate, put an imaginary line
down the middle. Then on one side, halve it again (so you
have three sections on your plate).
2. Now, fill the largest section with non-starchy vegetables.
3. Then, in one of the small sections, put grains and starchy
foods.
4. In the other small section, put your meat or protein.
5. Now, add one serving of fruit, one serving of diary, and a
small portion of a fatty food (such as butter, cream, etc.)
6. To complete your meal, add a low-calorie drink such as
water, unsweetened tea, or coffee.

As you can see, if you follow this method, you will
automatically eat larger portions of non-starchy vegetables
(which have little effect on your blood sugar), and smaller
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portions of both starches and protein (which have larger
effects on your blood sugar).
When you are ready, I encourage you to try new foods
within each food category. The key is to eat a variety of
healthy foods from all food groups—in healthy portions.

FOODS AND DRINKS YOU SHOULD TRY TO LIMIT
■

Fried foods and foods high in saturated fat and trans fat

■

Foods high in salt (sodium)

■

Sweets, such as baked goods, candy, and ice cream

■

Beverages with added sugars, such as juice, regular soda,
and regular sports or energy drinks
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FOR FATTY/OILY FOODS, GO FOR HEALTHIER CHOICES
■

Cooking oils that are liquid at room temperature (such as
olive and canola oil)

■

Nuts and seeds

■

Avocado and vinaigrettes

■

Fatty fish such as salmon, tuna, and mackerel

A NOTE ON ALCOHOL
■

If you drink alcohol, drink moderately—no more than 1
drink a day for women or 2 drinks a day for men.

■

If you use insulin or diabetes medicines that increase the
amount of insulin your body makes, alcohol can make
your blood sugar level drop too low. This is especially true
if you haven’t eaten in a while.

■

When you do drink, try to eat a little food (to steady the
alcohol absorption).

Now that you know how to “Create Your Plate,” I am
going to dedicate the next section to a more traditional
method of diabetes meal planning: the carbohydrate counting
method.

100

Taking Control of Diabetes

Carbohydrate Counting
Carbohydrate counting, or simply “carb counting,” is an
extremely useful as well as flexible meal-planning tool that
can help you understand how your food choices affect your
blood sugar level. While it may take a little more time to get
use to than the Create Your Plate method, I encourage you to
try out carb counting as well, as many people appreciate the
preciseness of this method. By equipping you with these two
meal-planning tools, you will be well on your way to eating
and feeling your best.

- Step 1 Know your “Carbohydrate Serving”
A Carbohydrate Serving, or a “Carbohydrate Choice,” is
simply a portion of food that contains 15 grams of
carbohydrate. While women should aim to eat 3-4
carbohydrate servings per meal, men need around 4-5
carbohydrate servings per meal.

1 Carbohydrate Serving = 15 grams of carbohydrate

Grams of Carbohydrate

“Carbohydrate Servings”

0–5g
6 – 10 g
11 - 20 g
21 – 25 g
26 – 35 g

Do not count
½
1
1½
2
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- Step 2 Know some practical examples

Food Example

Carbohydrate
Serving

Grams of
Carbohydrate

1 slice pizza (1/8)

2

30 g

1 cup cooked rice

3

45 g

1 piece fresh fruit

1

15 g

1 slice bread

1

15 g

- Step 3 Check the nutrition label
1. Find the serving size. In the example label on the next
page, a serving would be 8 crackers.
2. Ask yourself: How many crackers do I plan to eat?
3. Then locate the “Total Carbohydrate” on the label. Notice
how sugars are already included in this number, so you
do not need to count them separately.
4. In our example, one serving (or 8 crackers) would have 22
grams of total carbohydrate.
5. Convert that number to the number of carbohydrate
servings. In this case, 22 grams of carbohydrates would
count as 1 ½ Carbohydrate Servings. Remember, that’s for
only 8 crackers. If you plan to eat two servings, that
would count as 3 Carbohydrate Servings.
6. Remember: the recommended carbohydrate servings per
meal are 3-4 for women and 4-5 for men.
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- Step 4 Track your Carbohydrate Servings
Record the amount of carbohydrate servings or choices you
eat per meal in your Personal Meal Planner located in the
back of the book. By following the meal guidelines, you will
automatically be eating the number of carbs you need to
maintain a healthy sugar level throughout the day. After
some practice, you will find yourself intuitively
understanding what types of foods to eat in what portions at
each meal.
The following pages will demonstrate a simple way to use
your hand to measure portions. Included is also a helpful list
of foods with their serving sizes and their carbohydrate
content.
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Diabetes Food List
15 grams Carbohydrate = 1 Carbohydrate Serving

Free Foods
(Does not count toward carbohydrates)

Lettuce (iceberg and Romaine)

Watercress

Endive

Radicchio

Arugula

Endive

Bread Products
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 3 g protein, 0-1 g fat, 80 calories

Bagel
Biscuit
Bread, white or whole-grain
Hot dog or hamburger bun
Cornbread
English muffin
Naan Indian Bread
Pancake, 1/4 inch thick
Pita bread
Bread stuffing
Taco shell or tostada shell
Tortilla, corn or flour (6 in)
Waffle

1/4 (1 oz)
1 (2 1/2 inches across)
1 slice (1 oz)
1/2 bun (1 oz)
1 (1 3/4 inch cube)
1/2 muffin
1/4 (8 inches by 2 inches)
1 (4 inches across)
1/2 (6 inches across)
1/3 cup
2 crisp shells (5 inches across)
1
1 (4-inch square)

107

Starchy Vegetables
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 3 g protein, 0-1 g fat, 80 calories

Cassava

1/3 cup

Corn

1/2 cup

Corn on cob, large

1/2 cob (5 oz)

Hominy, canned

3/4 cup

Parsnips

1/2 cup

Peas, green

1/2 cup

Plantain, ripe

1/3 cup

Potato - Baked with skin

1/4 large (3 oz)

Potato - Boiled, all kinds

1/2 cup or 1/2 medium (3 oz)

Potato - Mashed, with milk

1/2 cup

Potato fries (oven baked)

1 cup (2 oz)

Pumpkin, canned (no sugar)

1 cup

Squash

1 cup

Succotash

1/2 cup

Yam, sweet potato

1/2 cup
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Cereals, Grains and Pasta
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 3 g protein, 0-1 g fat, 80 calories

Couscous, cooked

1/3 cup

Granola, regular or low-fat

1/4 cup

Grits, cooked

1/2 cup

Kasha

1/2 cup

Millet, cooked

1/3 cup

Muesli

1/4 cup

Pasta, cooked

1/3 cup

Polenta, cooked

1/3 cup

Quinoa, cooked

1/3 cup

Rice, white or brown, cooked

1/3 cup

Tabbouleh, prepared

1/2 cup

Wheat germ, dry

3 Tbsp

Wild rice, cooked

1/2 cup

Barley, cooked

1/3 cup

Bran cereal

1/2 cup

Oats, oatmeal, cooked

1/2 cup

Puffed cereal

1 1/2 cups

Shredded wheat cereal

1/2 cup

Sugar-coated cereals

1/2 cup

Unsweetened cereals

3/4 cup
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Beans and Lentils (cooked)
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 7 g protein, 0-3 g fat, 125 calories

Baked beans
1/3 cup
Beans (black, garbanzo, kidney,
lima, navy, pinto, white)
1/2 cup
Lentils (brown, green, yellow)

1/2 cup

Peas (black-eyed, split)

1/2 cup

Refried beans, canned

1/2 cup

Snacks
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 3 g protein, 0-1 g fat, 80 calories

Animal crackers
8 crackers
Graham crackers (2 1/2 inch
square)
3 squares
Melba toast, 2-inch by 4-inch

4 pieces

Oyster crackers

20

Popcorn, popped
Baked chips

3 cups

Regular chips

9-13 (3/4 oz)

Crispbreads

2-5 (3/4 oz)

Round-butter type crackers

6

Saltine cracker

6

Cream-filled crackers

3

Whole-wheat crackers

2-5 (3/4 oz)

15-20 (3/4 oz)
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Fruit
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 0 g protein, 0 g fat, 60 calories

Apple, unpeeled, small

1 (4 oz)

Applesauce, unsweetened

1/2 cup

Apricot, dried

8 halves

Banana

1/2 large or 1 baby banana

Blackberries

3/4 cup

Blueberries

3/4 cup

Cantaloupe

1 cup cubed (11 oz)

Dates

3

Dried fruits

2 Tbsp

Figs

2 (3 1/2 oz)

Fruit cocktail

1/2 cup

Grapes, small

17 (3 oz)

Honeydew

1 slice or 1 cup cubed

Kiwi

1 (3 1/2 oz)

Mandarin oranges, canned

3/4 cup

Mango

1/2 cup or 1/2 small

Orange, small

1 (6 1/2 oz)

Papaya

1 cup cubed (8 oz)

Prunes

3

Raisins

2 tbsp

Raspberries

1 cup

Strawberries

1 1/4 cup whole berries

Tangerines, small

2

Watermelon

1 1/4 cup
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Fruit Juice
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 0 g protein, 0 g fat, 60 calories

Apple juice and apple cider

1/2 cup

Fruit juice blends, 100% juice

1/3 cup

Grapefruit juice

1/2 cup

Orange juice

1/2 cup

Pineapple juice

1/2 cup

Prune juice

1/3 cup

Milk and Yogurt
Fat-free and low-fat buttermilk

1 cup

Fat-free milk

1 cup

Low-fat, 1 % milk

1 cup

Evaporated fat-free milk

1/2 cup

Fat-free dry milk powder

1/3 cup dry

Fat-free yogurt

2/3 cup (6 oz)

Milk, whole

1 cup

Evaporated whole milk

1/2 cup

Full-fat yogurt, plain

8 oz

Goat’s milk

1 cup
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Non-Starchy Vegetables
Serving size = 1/2 cup cooked, 1 cup raw
Each serving = 5 g carbohydrate, 2 g protein, 0 g fat, 25 calories

Amaranth spinach

Mushrooms

Artichoke

Okra

Asparagus

Onions

Baby corn

Oriental radish or daikon

Bamboo shoots

Pea pods (snow peas)

Beans (green, wax, Italian)

Peppers (all varieties)

Bean sprouts

Radishes

Beets

Rutabaga

Bok choy

Sauerkraut

Borscht

Soybean sprouts

Broccoli

Spinach

Brussels sprouts

Summer squash

Cabbage - all types

Sugar snap peas

Carrots

Swiss chard

Cauliflower

Mung bean sprouts

Mixed vegetables

Tomato (fresh or canned)

Chayote

Tomato sauce

Coleslaw, no dressing

Tomato/vegetable juice

Cucumber

Turnips

Eggplant

Water chestnuts

Gourds (bitter, bottle, luffa)

Yard-long beans

Greens (collard, kale, mustard)

Zucchini
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Proteins
Each Serving = 0 g carbohydrate, 7 g protein, 0-3 g fat, 45 calories

Cheeses (0-3 g fat per oz)

1 oz

Cottage cheese

1/4 cup

Egg substitute, plain

1/4 cup

Egg whites
Beef

2
1 oz

Fish

1 oz

Hot dog with 0-3 g fat per oz

1

Lamb: chop, leg, roast
1 oz
Organ meats: heart, kidney,
liver (high cholesterol)
1 oz
Oysters, fresh or frozen

6

Pork

1 oz

Poultry (chicken, duck)

1 oz

Processed sandwich meats

1 oz

Salmon, canned

1 oz

Sardines, canned

2

Sausage with 0-3 g fat per oz

1 oz

Shellfish

1 oz
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Nuts
Each Serving = 0 g carbohydrate, 0 g protein, 5 g fat, 45 calories

Almonds

6 nuts

Brazil

2 nuts

Cashews

6 nuts

Filberts (hazelnuts)

5 nuts

Macadamia

3 nuts

Peanuts

10 nuts

Condiments
Each Serving = 15 g carbohydrate, 0 g protein

Barbeque sauce

3 Tbsp

Cranberry sauce, jellied

1/4 cup

Gravy, canned or bottled

1/2 cup

Salad dressing, fat-free

3 Tbsp

Sweet and sour sauce

3 Tbsp
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Controlling Your Blood Sugars
In this last section, I will focus on another essential skill that
everyone with diabetes should be equipped with, and that is
how to keep your blood sugars at an optimal level. By
knowing what to watch for and knowing how to respond, you
can be empowered to truly take control of this condition.

Where Should Your Sugars Be?
Normally, blood glucose is checked before meals and around
two hours after eating. Below are the normal ranges for blood
glucose at those times:

Before meals = between 80 and 130 mg/dL
2 hours after meals = less than 180 mg/dL

What Affects Blood Sugar?
It is safe to say that the primary goal of diabetes management
is to keep your blood glucose levels at a safe range. An
important part of this is adjusting your everyday lifestyle
habits. This is because many things that you do during the
day can cause your blood sugar level to go up and down. By
avoiding the following pitfalls (or taking the right
precautions when it’s unavoidable), you can prevent your
blood sugars from dangerously fluctuating throughout the
day.
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Habits that can change your blood sugar level:
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Skipping meals
Eating at irregular times
Eating too little or too much food, especially
carbohydrates
Sudden changes in physical activity level
Emotional stress
Anytime your health changes (an infection, an illness,
or surgery)
Skipping medications or not taking them at the right
time

Monitoring Symptoms
Just as it is important to know your Diabetes A-B-C’s, I
encourage every person with diabetes to know the signs and
symptoms of both hyperglycemia (high blood sugar)
and hypoglycemia (low blood sugar). Remember—always
listen to your body; if something seems wrong, don’t ignore
it.

SYMPTOMS OF LOW BLOOD SUGAR (HYPOGLYCEMIA)
■
■
■
■
■
■

Sweating
Shakiness or dizziness
Racing or pounding heartbeat
Headache
Confusion or irritability (or a sudden change in mood)
Tingling sensation in your fingertips or around your
mouth
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SYMPTOMS OF HIGH BLOOD SUGAR (HYPERGLYCEMIA)
■
■
■
■
■

Extreme tiredness
Extreme thirst
Blurry vision or a change in vision
Increased hunger
Increased need to urinate

Remember—your blood sugar level can be low or very
high even in the absence of these symptoms. Therefore, the
above list should be thought of as a list of warning signs
telling you to act immediately and not as indicators of how
well your diabetes is being controlled overall.

When to Check Your Sugars
While we won’t focus on the nitty-gritty details of blood
glucose monitoring (things such as what particular method
to use should be determined between you and your doctor),
it is important to remember that there are certain
circumstances where it is always wise to check your blood
glucose level.

Always check your blood sugar level when:
■

You start a new diabetes medication
■ Your medication dose gets changed
■ You are sick (such as with the flu or an infection)
■ You suspect that your sugar level may be too low or
too high
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Managing the Lows and Highs
What should you do when you experience the symptoms of
low or high blood sugar? If you do start having symptoms of
either low or high blood sugars, follow the directions below
(but if your doctor has already given you a personalized
protocol for this situation, be sure to follow his or her
directions instead).

LOW BLOOD SUGARS – WHAT TO DO
1. Check your blood glucose level.
2. If it is lower than 70 mg/dl, or if you are in a position
where you cannot check it but are having symptoms, eat
an emergency sugar food (listed below).
3. Wait 15 minutes and check your blood glucose again.
4. If your glucose level is still low, eat or drink another
emergency sugar food.
5. Check your blood glucose again after another 15 minutes.
Continue doing this until your blood glucose level and
symptoms improve.
6. Once it improves, eat a snack (such as half a sandwich or
a serving of crackers)

Examples of Emergency Sugar Food:
■
■
■
■
■

4 glucose tablets or one tube of glucose gel
1/2 cup (4 ounces) of regular fruit juice
1/2 can (4 to 6 ounces) of regular soda
1 tablespoon of sugar, honey, or corn syrup
A handful of raisins
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HIGH BLOOD SUGAR – WHAT TO DO
1. Check your blood glucose level.
2. If it is higher than 250 mg/dl (or if you cannot check it
but you are having symptoms), drink a glass of water or
sugar-free drink (to prevent dehydration)
3. [If you take insulin] Follow your doctor’s directions in
taking extra insulin.
4. Recheck your glucose level every 4 hours until it is
below 180 mg/dl.
Most of the time, going through these steps is enough to
get your blood sugar back to a safe level. However, there are
times where you may need professional medical help to get
things under control. That is what I will cover now.
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When to Seek Help
There are times when your body is trying to tell you that
something serious is going on, therefore it is important to
know what signs and symptoms to look for.

CALL YOUR DOCTOR IMMEDIATELY IF:
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

You start experiencing new symptoms or feel worse after
following the above steps
You feel confused, disoriented, or get slurred speech
You have a fever
You are vomiting or have diarrhea
You have not urinated in 8 hours
Your breath starts having a strong, fruity odor
Your breathing becomes rapid and deep
You start to lose consciousness or have a seizure
Your blood sugar continues to be more than 300 mg/dL
after 8 hours
You continue to have blood sugar of less than 60 mg/dL
after an hour
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Caring for Your Feet
When you have diabetes, minor skin issues can worsen
quickly and result in serious infections. By following these
simple steps of foot care, you can take control of your
diabetes by maintaining healthy skin and feet and preventing
problems from ever happening in the first place.

Step 1 - Inspect your feet
Check your feet and toes, inspecting the
tops, sides, soles, heels, and the area in
between the toes. If you’re physically
unable to inspect your own feet, use a
mirror or ask someone to help. Contact
your doctor if you discover any sores,
redness, cuts, or blisters.

Step 2 – Wash your feet
Wash your feet every day in warm water
with mild soap. Hot water and harsh
soaps can damage your skin. Check the
water temperature with your fingers or
elbow before putting your feet in. Your diabetes may make it
difficult to sense water temperature with your feet.

Step 3 – Dry your feet
Pat your feet to dry them and make sure
to dry well. Infections tend to develop in
moist areas, so make sure you dry the
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area between your toes thoroughly.

Step 4 - Moisturize dry areas
If the skin on your feet feels rough
or dry, use lotion or oil. Do not
put lotion between your toes.

Step 5 – Avoid walking barefoot, even when indoors
Even walking barefoot around the
house can cause sores that can get
infected. Protect your feet by
investing in some comfortable
slippers

Recommended Resources
 American Diabetes Foundation, www.diabetes.org
 Diabetes Research Institute, www.diabetesresearch.org
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Common Diabetes Medications
Medication

How It Helps

Class
Biguanides
Metformin
(Glucophage)

Sulfonylureas
& Glinides
Glipizide,
Glyburide,
Repaglinide
(Prandin),
nateglinide (Starlix)
Alpha-glucosidase
inhibitors
Acarbose (Precose),
Miglitol (Glyset)
Thiazolidinedione
Pioglitazone (Actos),
Rosiglitazone
(Avandia)

Side Effects to
Watch For

Decreases the
production and
release of glucose
from the liver.
Decreases insulin
resistance.
Helps your pancreas
produce and release
more insulin after
meals.

Slows the digestion
and absorption of
carbohydrates, as a
result reducing blood
sugar peaks after
meals.
Decreases insulin
resistance and helps
cells use insulin better
to decrease blood
sugar levels.
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Diarrhea and
nausea
Note: Take with
food

May cause some
weight gain.

Bloating, gas.
Note: Take with
first bite of your
meal.
Weight gain, fluid
buildup
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Medication

How It Helps

Class
Insulin

Side Effects to
Watch For

Helps the cells in
your body get the
blood sugar out of
the bloodstream
and into the cells
where it can be
used for energy.
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Different types of
insulin vary in how fast
they act and how long
they work. Quickeracting insulin are given
around mealtimes to
help with the spike in
sugar, while longeracting insulins are
usually given once a day
to provide a more
constant blood sugar
level throughout the
day.

Being Empowered for a Healthy Heart

Exercises for Empowerment
Strengthening Knowledge
What are the Diabetes A-B-C’s, and why is it important to
know and keep track of these?
What are the signs of low and high blood sugar, and when
should you seek immediate help?
Meal Planning
Select any food that you plan on eating and look at the
nutrition label. How much is one serving? How many total
carbohydrates are in that serving? How much do you
usually eat? Write this down in your personal Meal Planner.
Action Planning for Success
This week, I want to:
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
...and my confidence level is a __________________.

 Check Here When Completed!
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Ophelia
Chant of thunder, orchestra of wind,
a breath of heart’s unrest.
Lightening flash in half moon’s glow
unearths laments repressed.
Raindropped streams upon her face
masking moistened eyes,
lead her gently by zephyr’s call
into awaiting skies.

•
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Question for Thought:
How do you think your lifestyle affects your heartburn?

H

eartburn: It is a word that almost needs no
introduction. However, when you already have
chronic conditions such as heart disease and
angina, the term heartburn becomes more complicated. The
reason is that many of the symptoms of angina and
heartburn overlap. Because it is always crucial to be on the
safe side, if you regularly have angina and experience
something similar to heartburn, err on the side of caution to
follow the necessary precautions and seek medical help if
necessary.
With that said, in this chapter, I will focus mainly on
what causes heartburn and what you can do in your daily life
to lessen the symptoms you may be experiencing.
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Heartburn Essentials
Picture this: You take a bite of a burger. You swallow,
initiating a complex coordination of muscle reflexes that
quickly move the food down your esophagus. At the end of
the esophagus is a closed valve, a ring of muscle around the
stomach entrance called the lower esophageal sphincter
(LES).
In a normal situation, the LES opens momentarily to let
the food go through and closes as soon as it enters the
stomach. However, sometimes the LES fails to close all the
way or opens at inappropriate times; when this occurs, the
acid in your stomach leaks into the esophagus—a state called
acid reflux. Since the esophageal lining is more sensitive,
this leads to the pain and discomfort commonly known as
heartburn.
While it is completely normal to experience heartburn
once in a while, when acid reflux starts to occur on a regular
basis (more than twice a week for several weeks), this
becomes a condition known as acid reflux disease,
or gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD).
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Causes of Acid Reflux
While some medical conditions can cause acid reflux, these
lifestyle factors play a large contributory role:

CAUSES OF HEARTBURN
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Heavy meals or eating too fast
Lying down or exercising right after a meal
Citrus fruits
Tomato and tomato sauces
Chocolate
Mint flavoring
Garlic and onions
Spicy or greasy foods
Coffee (caffeinated and decaf) and carbonated drinks
Alcohol and tobacco use
Being overweight, obese, or pregnant
Poor posture (slouching)
Clothing that is tight around the waist

Preventing Heartburn
Optimize your diet
■

Avoid large meals. Eating a lot of food at one time
increases the amount of acid needed to digest it. A full
stomach also puts pressure on the LES, leading to leakage
of stomach acid into your esophagus. Rather than eating
three large meals, eat smaller, more frequent (5-6) meals
throughout the day.
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No food before bedtime. Avoid eat within three hours of
bedtime. This allows your stomach to empty and acid
production to decrease.
■ Wait to lie down. Avoid lying down right after eating at
any time of day. Lying down or bending over immediately
after eating can send acid into your esophagus.
■ Avoid food triggers. As mentioned previously, there are
many foods that are known to relax the LES and that can
cause or worsen heartburn symptoms. These
include peppermint, caffeine, sodas, chocolate, citrus
fruits and juices, tomatoes, onions, greasy foods, and
alcohol. By limiting or avoiding these known triggers, you
will notice an improvement in your symptoms.
■ Chew gum after a meal. Chewing non-mint-flavored,
sugarless gum after meals promotes salivation, which
neutralizes stomach acid, soothes the esophagus, and
washes acid back down to the stomach.
■

Adjust your sleeping position
It is possible to use gravity to keep the acid down in your
stomach, minimizing nighttime symptoms. Unfortunately,
just propping up your head and shoulders with an extra
pillow isn’t enough (this can actually worsen acid reflux).
Rather, sleep on an incline by doing one of the following:
■ Bed tilt method: Place six-inch blocks under the legs
at the head of your bed to create a gradual incline.
Using a specialty pillow: Raise your torso up by sleeping on
a large, wedge-shaped pillow (which you can find at medical
supply stores and online). Doing this will decrease the
pressure on your LES and will improve your nighttime
symptoms.
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Stop smoking
If you smoke tobacco, here is another good reason to quit:
smoking weakens the muscles of your LES and can
significantly worsen heartburn symptoms.

Maintain a healthy weight
Being overweight spreads the muscle that supports the
esophageal sphincter, relaxing it and causing acid reflux.
Excess abdominal fat also presses against the stomach, forcing
acid up into the esophagus. By losing excess weight through
healthy diet and exercise, you will also notice significant
improvement in heartburn symptoms.

Heartburn…or Something More?
Sometimes, it can be difficult to tell the difference between
simple heartburn and something more serious, like angina or a
heart attack. It is important to not only understand how they
typically differ, but also to understand your own pattern of
symptoms, so that you will know when to seek appropriate
medical help.
It is also important to realize that heartburn itself can
accompany angina or a heart attack, and both angina and
heartburn can worsen after you eat. Therefore, when in doubt
and something doesn’t feel right, always err on the side of
caution and seek appropriate medical help.
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Typical Differences Between
Heartburn and Angina
Heartburn

Angina

Usually worsens with lying
down or bending over

Does not worsen with lying
down (and usually improves
with rest)

Can be relieved by drugs
that reduce stomach acid
(Rolaids, Tums, Zantac) or
by sipping cool water

Can be relieved by
nitroglycerin (acid reducers
do not improve angina)

Usually causes bloating and
is improved by belching

Does not usually cause
bloating and is not improved
by belching

Recommended Resources
 Medline Plus, www.medlineplus.gov/heartburn.html
 Heartburn Foundation, www.theheartburnfoundation.org
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Common Heartburn Medications
Medication

How It Helps

Best For

Class
Antacids
Rolaids,
Tums,
Milk of
Magnesia,
Maalox,
Mylanta

H2 Blockers
Ranitidine
(Zantac),
Cimetidine
(Tagamet),
Famotidine
(Pepsid)

Neutralizes stomach acid.
Antacids do not reduce the
amount of acid produced by the
stomach.
Antacids work immediately but
only provide short term relief (a
few hours). Liquid forms work
faster than chewable tablets.
Antacids that contain magnesium
can also produce loose stools.
Lowers the amount of acid
produced by the stomach by
acting directly on the stomach’s
acid-secreting cells.

Occasional,
mild
heartburn
How to take:
As soon as
symptoms
start

Occasional,
moderate
heartburn
that does
not respond
H2 blockers take 1-2 hours to start to lifestyle
working but can provide relief for changes or
up to 24 hours. They can be taken antacids.
in combination with antacids if
How to take:
you need immediate but also
Before
longer relief (just wait an hour in symptoms
between meds). H2 blockers
start (ideally
should not be taken daily for
before
longer than 2 weeks unless
meals or at
instructed by a doctor.
bedtime)
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Medication

How It Helps

Best For

Lowers the amount of acid
produced by the stomach by
acting directly on the
stomach’s acid-secreting cells
(through a different
mechanism than H2
blockers)

Persistent, severe
heartburn,
GERD, ulcers,
gastritis
(stomach lining
inflammation)

Class
Proton Pump
Inhibitors
(PPI)
Omeprazole
(Prilosec),
Esomeprazole
(Nexium),
Pantoprazole
(Protonix),
Lansoprazole
(Prevacid),

How to take: In
Proton pump inhibitors make the morning on
up the strongest class of
an empty
heartburn medications (more stomach
potent than H2 blockers and
antacids). They do not act
immediately (takes a few
days to start working),
therefore they may be taken
with antacids in the
meantime. Avoid taking PPI’s
and H2 blockers at the same
time.
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Exercises for Empowerment
Strengthening Knowledge
What kind of things can cause or can worsen acid reflux?
Name three ways you can help prevent heartburn episodes.
Finding the Culprits
Refer to the “Causes of Heartburn” list and circle all the
items that pertain to you. Select two of these to address in
the next week. Document your symptoms in your Journal.
Action Planning for Success
This week, I want to:
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
________________________________________________
...and my confidence level is a __________________.

 Check Here When Completed
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Personal Health Trackers

My Heart Health Diary
Date/Time

Weight

Blood
Pressure

311

Heart
Rate

Symptoms
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My Salt Tracker
Meal

Food

Sodium
(mg)

Breakfast

Lunch

Dinner

Total Sodium (mg)

314

Notes

Personal Health Trackers

My Meal Planner
Meal

Carbohydrate
Serving

Food

Breakfast
Total Carbs

Lunch

Total Carbs

Dinner

Total Carbs

Total Daily Carbohydrate

315

Grams of
Carbs

Personal Health Trackers

My Fitness Log
Date/Time

Activity

How Much?

317

How I Felt After
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