
STORIES OF HOPE 

“Don’t give up.” When 9-year-old Christopher Hughes offers this  
advice for overcoming adversity, you best listen. He’s living proof. 

Christopher was 15 months old when his parents took him to a 
U.S. Navy clinic in Japan, where his father, Shawn, was stationed with 
the U.S. Marine Corps. Unfortunately, the military has no pediatric  
endocrinologists in Japan. 

During the 10 days it took Navy doctors to realize that he had  
developed type 1 diabetes, Christopher crashed into ketoacidosis – a 
diabetes-induced self-destruct sequence. With no insulin to turn food 
into energy, his body started burning fat, which produced acids that 
built up in his blood. He became severely dehydrated as his body tried to 
flush out unused glucose and acids with his urine. His breathing turned 
to panting, his heart raced, his body’s chemistry was scrambled.

Christopher teetered on the brink of death during a week in inten-
sive care. The toddler survived, but he lost his ability to walk and talk.  
Rehabilitation got him walking again, and a few years of speech therapy 
ensured Christopher could share his thoughts with the world. 

“We’re lucky he regained all his abilities,” says his mother, Geo. “Now 
he’s in a gifted program.” 

Once the diabetes was under control, Christopher was moved to a 
Navy Hospital in Hawaii, where a certified diabetes educator (CDE) 
gave Geo and Shawn the information and confidence they needed to  
manage diabetes.

“She told us that, if we maintain control of his diabetes with insulin, 
food and exercise, Christopher would never be that sick again. That did 
it for us,” Geo says. 

The CDE also 
assured them that 
diabetes would not 
place any limits on 

Christopher. “She said, ‘This child is not sick. He has a chronic condition. 
There’s a difference,’” Geo recalls.

The CDE introduced them to a support group and encouraged them to 
get involved with the American Diabetes Association. “When I found out 
we were moving to Florida,” Geo says, “the first call I made was to the 
American Diabetes Association.” She started volunteering shortly after 
the family transferred.  

Fast forward to 2011. Major Hughes is stationed in Pensacola, 
Fla. Christopher and his brother Declin, 6, live with their mom in Las  
Vegas. Christopher stays on the move, riding his bike, playing soccer, 
and going to a skate park. He has walked in five Step Out: Walk to Stop  
Diabetes® events. 

“It felt pretty good,” he says of raising money for the Association. “I 
felt like I was actually curing people.”

Christopher also has explained what it’s like to live with diabetes 
to local students. At one high school, he said having diabetes is cool  
because it gave him a chance to meet pop star Nick Jonas, who also has 
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diabetes, and that an insulin pump, which he has used since age 3, frees him to lead an active life. A few days later, a 
grateful mother called to say that Christopher impressed at least one older kid. 

“She had a teen with diabetes who had decided to not wear a pump anymore,” Geo says. “After hearing Christopher, 
her child put the pump back on.” 

Christopher’s initial scare with diabetes convinced his mom to make a career change. 

“The CDE changed our life,” Geo says. “I realized I want to do that.” She’ll complete her bachelor’s degree in nursing  
in December as a major step toward becoming a CDE. Meanwhile, she visits families with a newly diagnosed child 
as a volunteer with the Association’s Family Link. For motivation on long days, Geo pulls out one of Christopher’s  
school assignments.

“He wrote that he was very lucky that he had good educators who taught him how to manage his diabetes,” Geo 
says. “Reading it gives me motivation. To see that sentence in his writing keeps me going.”   


