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• What is psychosis 

• What are the causes psychosis?

• Cannabis and youth

• Supporting students with psychosis 

• What is early psychosis intervention?

• story 



WHAT IS PSYCHOSIS & 
WHO DOES IT AFFECT?

• Video:

• https://vimeo.com/74929581

• Taken from ‘becauseyourmindmatters.ca’ 

https://vimeo.com/74929581


WHAT IS PSYCHOSIS?

• A medical condition that involves

◦ Chemical changes in the brain messaging system

◦ Involves a distortion of reality

◦ Sudden or gradual onset

◦ Psychosis is a symptom, not a diagnosis



PHASES
1. Prodrome (‘pre’-psychosis): 

◦ Before a psychotic episode, we often 
see gradual changes in the person's 
thoughts, perceptions, behaviors, and 
functioning

◦ This stage is difficult to diagnose 
2. Acute Psychosis:

◦ Psychotic symptoms emerge (e.g.
hallucinations, delusions and odd or 
disorganized speech or behaviors)

◦ Treatment for psychosis needs to be 
started as soon as possible.

3. Recovery:
◦ Most people begin to recover once 

treatment begins. (e.g. symptoms get 
less intense or disappear, and people 
can better cope day-to-day, return to 
roles)

Adapted from:  https://www.earlypsychosis.ca/pages/curious/phases-of-psychosis

https://www.earlypsychosis.ca/pages/curious/phases-of-psychosis


WHO DOES IT AFFECT?

• Affects 3/100 people 

• As common as type 2 diabetes

◦ Most common in young adults – 16-30 year olds

◦ Equally as common in males and females

◦ First episode for females in usually later than for males



WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

• The sooner, the better!  The longer the duration of untreated psychosis, 

the higher the risk of: 

• Derailing of life goals and functioning:

• Relationships

• School 

• Work

• Hospitalization

• Suicide

• Substance abuse

• Disability  

• Involvement with justice system

• Psychosis is treatable, and it is possible to recover



WHAT ARE THE CAUSES OF
PSYCHOSIS?



BIOLOGICAL SOURCES OF 
VULNERABILITY

• Genetically based 

◦ >60% of clients have no family history

• Biochemical abnormalities

◦ Dopamine appears to be significant

• Abnormal brain structure 
◦ E.g., larger lateral ventricles, abnormalities in pattern of blood flow and 

electrical activity

• Environmental influences
◦ Viruses, prenatal or antenatal difficulties, immigration, trauma and urban 

living

• Street drug use
◦ Marijuana in particular has been associated with increased risk of 

schizophrenia



THE STRESS 
VULNERABILITY ‘BUCKET’

Emotional Stress – peer pressure, 

relationship issues, conflicting cultural 

values and beliefs

Environmental Stress – new situation 
financial problems, school demands, 
sharing accommodations

Physical stress – eg, late nights, 

poor diet, lack of routine, illness, 
drug use

Genetic Factors

Brabben & 

Turkington 2002

Increased drug use

https://vimeo.com/74930285

https://vimeo.com/74930285


CANNABIS AND PSYCHOSIS – WEED 
BETTER BREAK IT DOWN

The earlier the use 

+

the heavier the use 

=

the greater the risk



STREET DRUG 
VULNERABILITY

• Drugs such 

methamphetamine and 

cocaine, that increase 

dopamine levels can also 

induce psychotic 

episodes. 









CANNABIS RESOURCES 

• MyCannabisIQ.ca

• Young people

• Families 

• Care providers

epicanada.ca

cannabisandpsychosis.ca

drugfreekidscanada.org

Weedmyths.ca

https://cannabisresearch.

mcmaster.ca/



More RESOURCES

https://refer-o-scope.com/en



HOW CAN YOU SUPPORT STUDENTS?



PSYCHOSIS ASSESSMENT TIPS

• Psychosis rarely presents in “neat parcels”, and students rarely 
volunteer the information (Shiers, 2013)

• Observation…observation…observation

• Avoid overly textbook or medical language

• Open-ended, non-leading questions

• Have you felt that something odd might be going on that you cannot 

explain?

• Have you been feeling that people are talking about you, watching you 

or giving you a hard time for no reason?

• Have you felt especially important in some way, or that you have powers 

that let you do things which others cannot?

• Understand cultural context within which information is presented



WHAT SHOULD I DO?

• Take family, friends, residence don,                                             
and faculty concerns seriously

• If student (and/or family etc) is help-seeking:
◦ Check out local EPI service provider
◦ Connect with general practitioner
◦ Check out websites:

• http://help4psychosis.ca/
• Kids Help-phone
• good2talk
• Local Distress Centers/Crisis-lines

• If student is not help-seeking:
◦ Keep the door open

◦ Check-in periodically with student
◦ Determine student’s present needs

◦ Provide resources to families

• If a threat to self or others:
◦ Follow emergency protocol as per your institutional policy

http://help4psychosis.ca/


CAMPUS IMPACT

• Discomfort around people - avoiding class & events 

• Difficulty with concentration in class and reading comprehension 

• Challenges with organization and keeping track of due dates 

• Decreased self-esteem 

• Changes in mood (irritability, sadness, etc.)

• Lack of facial expression 

• Decreased hygiene

• Lack of interest in many activities

• Spending more time in room alone (isolation)

• Difficulty with sleep 

• If not living on campus – increased isolation, difficulty connecting with campus 

services



SUPPORTING STUDENTS WITH 
PSYCHOSIS RETURN TO 
SCHOOL

• Dispel myths and stigma – can be hard to return to school

• Remember: psychosis is a brain disorder

• Medications are a foundation of treatment; consider the side-
effects of medications

• Allow for difficulties in concentration and thinking

• Provide academic accommodations as required

• Support reintegration: campus life, back to classes, residence

• Connect with the student’s EPI service providers (with consent)

• Maintain a positive, encouraging stance with students



ACCOMMODATIONS - EXAMPLES

• Sedation (medication side effect) → exams written after 12pm, timetable 

support 

• Difficulty with concentration & memory → additional time on tests/exams, 

access to exam center, note-taking support/recording software 

• Challenges with organization & planning → extensions on assignments

• Low stamina & additional medical appointments → support to drop classes

• Other relevant supports: 

• full-time student status & bursary with OSAP Disability Verification Form 

• Assessment for provision of adaptive technology

• Withdrawal from course support (OSAP probation/restriction) Accessibility 

workshops

• Residential accommodations

• Provision of support services



WHAT IS EARLY PSYCHOSIS 
INTERVENTION?
(EPI)



WHAT CAN EPI OFFER?

• Early Psychosis Intervention programs founded on hope and recovery 

• Experts in early intervention in psychosis care that integrates holistic recovery 

oriented approaches

• Research suggests that EPI may improve outcomes, especially if duration 

of untreated illness is limited 

◦ Decrease or eliminate hospital admissions

◦ Help youth reclaim their lives

◦ Maintain healthy lifestyle with chronic illness

◦ Support families and caregivers

◦ Eliminate need for long-term mental health services/psychiatry

◦ Keep youth in their communities



EPION
HTTP://HELP4PSYCHOSIS.CA/

www.becauseyourmindmatters.ca

http://www.eenet.ca/initiatives/EPION

http://help4psychosis.ca/
http://www.becauseyourmindmatters.ca/
http://www.kidshelpphone.ca/


STORY



REMEMBER:

• More than 1 in 4 families is touched by psychosis.

• Don’t dismiss change as adjustment to post-secondary school or 
substance misuse.

• Pay attention to family, friends, dons, & faculty etc. concerns.

• Psychosis is treatable!

• Early intervention is important and closely tied to recovery.

• Culturally competent care is important.

• Your responsibility does not end with referral.

• Your ongoing support and reintegration into school and campus living is 
essential part of recovery.
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