
 
Carbohydrate Counting Overview 

 
Calculating the amount of carbohydrates consumed at every meal or snack (commonly called “carb” counting) 
is an essential component of managing diabetes and is used to determine insulin dosages.  This document 
provides a brief overview pf carbohydrate counting for school health professionals who will assist students 
manage the nutritional component of diabetes management at school. 
 
For students who cannot independently count the carbohydrate amounts in foods, assistance from the school 
nurse or trained staff member will be needed.  In a school setting a student will either bring food from home 
or participate in the school food program.  If the food is sent from home, ideally the parent/guardian should 
include the carbohydrate information of the meal they have sent.  This can be done by including a note in the 
student’s lunch box or backpack, communication notebook, or via electronic communication.  If the parent 
does not provide the carbohydrate information, the nurse will have to estimate the carbohydrate content of 
the food utilizing a reputable food list sources such as the samples below. 
 
Students participating in the school food program will need to obtain information from the school to calculate 
the carb count.  The school nurse should partner with the dietary staff to obtain copies of nutrition labels of 
the foods served.  Some schools may have access to nutrient evaluation software that will make the process 
simpler.  
 
Prior to the start of every school year the nurse should meet with dietary staff to review menu items for the 
current school year. A request should be made to the Food Service Director that any updates made to the 
menu list during the school year should be shared with the school nurse. School menus often repeat on a 4 or 
6 week cycle, so once you have determined the serving size and carb information it can be used repeatedly. 
Once the information is obtained, the nurse should keep it for the year to refer to as necessary.  In instances 
where the nutrition information is not available, the nurse should estimate the carbohydrate content of the 
food utilizing reputable food list sources as referenced below. 
 
The Nutrition Facts Label is a great resource for obtaining the carbohydrate amount in each food item.   
 
The key elements will be the serving size and total carbohydrates.  
 
When no label is available or for such foods as fresh fruits and 
vegetables mixed food items you can use printed books or online 
websites, as well as iOS and Android apps listed on the Apple App Store 
and Google Play that are specifically designed for diabetics and 
healthcare professionals to treat diabetes. It is important to verify that 
the resources used are credible. 
 
  



 
Sample resource was created by the New York State Center for School Health located at www.schoolhealthny.com  

September 2017 
 

Carbohydrate Counting Resources 

 USDA nutrient database, http://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/search/list 

 My Food Advisor at the American Diabetes Association http://tracker.diabetes.org/explore/ 

 Mobile Apps which may be viewed on the American Diabetes Association website:  www.diabetes.org 

 University of Florida  Diabetes Institute: http://diabetes.ufl.edu/my-diabetes/diabetes-resources/diabetes-
apps/ 

 
Calculating carbohydrates based on the serving size and amount consumed 
1. List the food and the amount (portion) the student consumed. 
2. Using a nutrition label, check the serving size and grams of total carbohydrate for that serving. Total 

carbohydrate on the label includes sugar, starch, and fiber. 
3. Using information provided by the parent/guardian determine the amount of carbohydrates in each food 

per serving. 
4. If you do not have a label or information from the parent, you will need to estimate the amount of carbs per 

serving by using one of the resources listed above.  
5. Based on the portion consumed, calculate how many carbohydrates are in the amount of that portion.  

This is typically done with percentages.  

 For example if the student consumes ¼ of a slice of bread, then they ate 25% of one serving.  

 If the bread has 12 carbs per slice, multiply the 12 carbs by 25% (or 0.25) will equal 3 carbs consumed. 
[12x25%=3] 

6. Add up the carbs consumed in each food item. The total is the amount of carbs consumed in that meal. 
 

Sample Carb Counting Chart- Student’s Total CHO Consumption = 34 gm 

Food Name Serving size Carbohydrates(CHO) 
in grams (gm)* 

Amount consumed 
(Portion) 

CHO (gm)* consumed 

Bread 2 slices 24 1 slice 12 

Turkey 3 ounces 2 3 ounces 2 

Milk- 1% 8 ounces 12 8 ounces 12 

Grapes ½ cup 9 ¼ cup 4.5 

Carrots sticks ½ cup 6 ½ cup 3 

Cheddar cheese (2) 1 inch 
cubes 

0.5 1 cube .25 

TOTAL    33.75 rounded to  34 

If the number you are rounding is followed by 5 or >round the number up. Example: 38 rounded to the 
nearest ten is 40. If the number you are rounding is followed by 4 or <, round the number down. Example: 33 
rounded to the nearest ten is 30. 

 

Approximate Carbohydrate Intake by Age 

Boys 5–12 years old 
45 -60 grams of CHO/meal 

Teens 
60 - 75+ grams of CHO/meal 

Girls 5-12 years old 
45 to 60 grams of CHO/meal 

45 to 75 grams of CHO/meal 

 
Reference: Pediatric Diabetes- American Dietetic Association Page 4  Accessed 9/2/17 

http://www.schoolhealthny.com/
http://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/search/list
http://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/search/list
http://tracker.diabetes.org/explore/
http://tracker.diabetes.org/explore/
http://www.diabetes.org/
http://diabetes.ufl.edu/my-diabetes/diabetes-resources/diabetes-apps/
http://diabetes.ufl.edu/my-diabetes/diabetes-resources/diabetes-apps/
http://books.google.com/books?id=GVjW7m9cE1QC&pg=PA66&lpg=PA66&dq=Approximate+Carbohydrate+Intake+by+Age&source=bl&ots=gHfl2ZMvvz&sig=CVo1lIdtsSJ2H15I2qqF2nVv6u8&hl=en&sa=X&ei=k8xHVODnNPWCsQSk-4KACA&ved=0CCoQ6AEwAg#v=onepage&q=Approximate%20Carbohydrate%20Intake%20by%20Age&f=false

