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Cannabis: Setting the Context



Cannabis Overview
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• Legalized in October 2018, 

recreational cannabis is now 

legal and regulated

• Misinformation about 

cannabis continues to exist

• Need for increased public 

education and awareness of 

the effects of cannabis (both 

risks and benefits)



Who Uses Cannabis in Canada?
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Past-Year Cannabis Use in Canada

Source: Statistics Canada. (2018). Canadian Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey: Summary of Results from 

2017.
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Youth Cannabis Use – Ontario 

Source: Statistics Canada. (2018). Summary of Results for the Canadian Student Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs 

Survey 2016-17.



Why Youth Use Cannabis

10www.ccsa.ca  •  www.ccdus.ca

• To connect with peers and family

• Boredom

• Availability and acceptability 

• “Healthier than other substances”

• Self-medication

• Youth research and self-diagnose

• Increase appetite, help sleep, 

reduce stress and worry

Source: Porath-Waller, A., Brown, J.K., Frigon, A.P., & Clark, H. (2013). What Canadian Youth Think about 

Cannabis. Ottawa, Ont.: Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse. 
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Youth Perceptions

• Youth lack clarity about the effects of 
cannabis on the body and brain

• Cannabis and driving
• Cannabis and brain development 
• Cannabis and addiction
• Cannabis and legal status

• Youth are confused about the effects 
of cannabis, especially given all the 
information available to them

• Youth want to be involved in 
prevention efforts

Source: McKiernan, A., & Fleming, K. (2017). Canadian Youth Perceptions on Cannabis. Ottawa, Ont.: 

Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse. (Cited as Canadian Youth Perceptions on Cannabis.)



Identifying a Need
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Historical Approaches

Source: Ronald Reagan Presidential Library [Public domain], Commons Wikimedia, Mrs. Reagan 

speaking at a "Just Say No" Rally in Los Angeles - NARA – 198584

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Photograph_of_Mrs._Reagan_speaking_at_a_%22Just_Say_No%22_Rally_in_Los_Angeles_-_NARA_-_198584.tif


• Scare tactic approaches that 
only focus on harms and risks 
are not effective

• Include harm-reduction as 
opposed to “just say no” 
messaging

• Start prevention efforts earlier 
with consistent follow up

• Have a discussion with young 
people asking about what they 
think and how they feel
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What We Heard

Canadian Youth Perceptions on Cannabis. 



• Youth misperceptions continue to exist

• Youth are doing their own research about cannabis

• Conflicting research about the harms and benefits are leaving youth 
confused

• Youth did not report having open and honest conversations with family 
and youth allies

• Youth want to hear both sides of the story

• Youth reported that they want to be involved in prevention efforts

• Youth allies reported effective tools are available, but they lack 
messages tailored for youth

• Resources do not provide allies with guidance or skills necessary to 
have these conversations 
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Identifying a Need

Canadian Youth Perceptions on Cannabis. 



• Supports those interacting with 
youth to have successful 
conversations

• Supports young people’s informed 
decision making

• Guides meaningful discussion 
around cannabis

• Provides support for non-biased, 
non-judgmental and open 
conversations 

• Is a process-based harm reduction 
tool
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Addressing a Need

Source: Fleming, K., & McKiernan, A. (2018). Talking Pot with Youth: A Cannabis Communication Guide 

for Youth Allies. Ottawa, Ont.: Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction. (Cited as Talking Pot.)



Development of the Guide
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Development

• Used co-design principles  

• Piloted through tiered 

workshops with youth, youth 

allies and practitioners

• Peer reviewed

• Benefited from the advice of 

Health Canada 

Talking Pot. 



Application



What this guide will do for you:

• Help you understand the youth perspective

• Help you identify what makes an effective youth ally

• Provide guidelines for self-assessment 

• Provide values and principles for supportive communication, including 
how to create safe spaces

• Lead you through the spectrum of use

• Support you in having judgment free conversations with young people 
about cannabis

What this guide will not do:

• Replace professional screening or treatment of cannabis use disorder
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Overview

Talking Pot. 



• Are you a youth ally?

• Skills and attributes of a youth ally

• Know your role
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Who Should Use the Guide?

• Approachable

• Trustworthy

• Non-judgmental

• Empathetic

• Understanding

• Experienced

• Good listener

• Respectful

• Authentic

• Accepting

• Patient

Talking Pot. 
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Application Exercises Overview

Talking Pot. 



• Reflection

• Bringing reflections into 

application

• Insights into how reflections may 

influence discussions with youth

• Being mindful
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Exercise 1: Self-Assessment

Talking Pot. 



• Getting in the right frame of mind

– Releasing judgment 

– Identifying your purpose

• Establishing values for effective 
communication 

• Creating a safe space

– Language, tone, approach

– Being present and mindful

– Listening

– Honesty 

– Providing supportive responses

– Non-verbal communication
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Exercise 2: Prepare for the Conversation

Talking Pot. 



• When the conversation gets tough

• Understanding the spectrum of use

• Key messages
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Exercise 3: Understand the Spectrum

Talking Pot. 



Dissemination
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Impact – Reach 

35,354
Downloads and copies printed of 

guide and promotional products

5,446,614
People reached
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Impact – Engagement / Application 

20,775
People engaged on social 

media

107
media pick-ups and 

organization copyright 

requests

• The guide is being distributed to clients in 8 
different provinces and territories

• Organizations include: 

– National/provincial nursing associations
– Regional health services
– Regional public health departments
– Regional correctional services & justice 

departments
– Regional non-profit organizations
– Hospitals and local medical centres
– Schools and educational centres
– Local libraries
– Indigenous organizations
– Industry
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CCSA’s Issues of Substance 2019

• CCSA’s Issues of Substance is Canada’s premier 

conference for the substance use and addiction field

• The call for abstracts closes January 28, 2019 

• Registration opens March 2019

• #CCSAConference

Evidence and Perspectives, Compassion and Action.



Contact Information
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Organizational Name: Canadian Students for Sensible Drug Policy

Presenter: Kira London-Nadeau

Relationships with commercial interests:

• Grants/Research Support: Financial Support (an unrestricted, arms-length grant) 
received from Canopy Growth Corporation for the creation and dissemination of the 
Cannabis Education Toolkit 

• Speakers Bureau/Honoraria: None

• Consulting Fees: None

• Other: None

Mitigating Factors: Canopy had no say in the creation, review process, and 
dissemination of the Cannabis Education Toolkit. The Toolkit was written by members 
of CSSDP who specialize in drug education for youth, and was submitted to a thorough 
and extensive review process, with 9 external reviewers in addition to a youth content 
review team. 



Canadian Students for Sensible Drug Policy is a grassroots network 

comprised of youth and students who are concerned about the 

negative impact our drug policies have on individuals and 

communities.

Who we are



Active chapters: 
- UBC Vancouver
- UBC Okanagan
- UofT
- SFU
- Humber
- Algonquin
- Concordia
- McGill
- Durham
- Queens
- Ryerson
- U of Alberta
- Durham
- McMaster
- Dalhousie

What we do



Harm Reduction Guidelines

1. Start low and go slow

• Start with 1 or 2 puffs of a joint or a vape, or 2.5 mg of an edible

2. Consider appropriate time and place

• Try not to let your use interfere with other goals like school, work, 

and extracurriculars 

3. Choose less risky cannabis products

• Try to avoid high THC/low CBD products (especially extracts)

4. Choose safer methods of cannabis consumption

• Vaping, water bongs, and edibles pose fewer health risks (but 

remember that edibles take longer to kick in)

5. Utilize safer smoking practices

• Avoid deep inhalation or holding the smoke in



Harm Reduction Guidelines

6. Reduce the amount of cannabis used, and how frequently it is used

• Consider harm reduction for both frequency and quantity

7. Avoid synthetic cannabis altogether

• Synthetic cannabinoids (spice, K2) have a more pronounced risk 

profile than natural cannabis

8. Avoid mixing cannabis with tobacco and alcohol

• Interactions and mutual enhancement can lead to uncomfortable 

experiences

9. Don’t drive high - have a plan for transportation before using cannabis

10. Consider your risk profile and avoid using cannabis if pregnant

• Other factors to consider include other medication use, age, mental 

health history, mood, setting, etc. 



What we’re hearing on the ground

Thoughts

• It’s nice to finally hear about harm reduction – abstinence messaging 

never spoke to me

- Recurring, heard with VoxCann round table, community 

workshops, informal discussions with youth 

• I don’t trust the government or my school to teach me about drugs

- Recurring, seen in social media comments, workshops and 

informal discussions

• It’s weird that it’s so much harder to find information about weed 

than alcohol

- Discussed at a CSSDP Concordia event



What we’re hearing on the ground

Questions

• What are the effects of mixing cannabis and other drugs, especially 

alcohol?

- CSSDP Concordia event, community workshops

• What am I allowed and not allowed to do with weed? 

- VoxCann round table

• Why is the government legalizing weed just to tell us how many risks 

we’re taking by using? 

- Community workshops, social media comments



What we’re hearing on the ground

Concerns

• My school nurse has been judgmental of my substance use – I’m not 

going back there for sure

- Heard at Concordia and McGill

• I’d like to go to therapy, but it’s too expensive and the waitlists are too 

long. Weed is there right away, and it’s cheap.

- CSSDP Concordia, informal conversations

• I don’t know if I can still be successful at school if I smoke weed. 

- VoxCann workshop



What can we do moving forward?

• Learn more about cannabis and other drugs to be able to have honest, non-

judgmental conversations

• The Cannabis Education Toolkit is a great place to start

• Learn the culture, the lingo and the different motives for consumption

• Follow us on social media, listen to first-person accounts and experiences, ask 

youth how they see cannabis

• Note the limitations of education campaigns

• Education campaigns tend to target improving knowledge, not behavior

• Youth will come to trusted sources for information, not people with a certain title –

recognize the importance of building these relationships before counseling 

• Note the diversity of evidence, and that support can be found for opposing 

positions on the effects of cannabis 



The Cannabis Education Toolkit

Even though our site broke down, we’ve made sure the Toolkit stays available, so 

you can still consult the English and French versions on our temporary landing page: 
https://cssdp.org/

https://cssdp.org/


Thank you and don’t hesitate to get in touch: 

Kira London-Nadeau

Kira@cssdp.org // contact@cssdp.org

Website: https://cssdp.org/
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/CSSDP/
Twitter: https://twitter.com/CSSDP
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/cssdp/?hl=en

mailto:Kira@cssdp.org
mailto:contact@cssdp.org
https://cssdp.org/
https://www.facebook.com/CSSDP/
https://twitter.com/CSSDP
https://www.instagram.com/cssdp/?hl=en
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“To promote the public adoption of 

behaviours that prevent substance misuse & 

increase public awareness of the prevention 

of substance misuse through health 

promotion & education initiatives”

(MOHLTC, 2018)

Public Health Mandate



• Outline a strategy targeting school staff to promote open 
and non-judgemental conversations with youth regarding 
cannabis 

• Explore examples of school board initiatives to promote 
cannabis literacy amongst school staff

Objectives



Healthy Schools & 
Substance Misuse 

Prevention Program



Increased 

Resilience

Increasing Protective 

Factors

& 

Reducing 

Risk 

Factors

Substance Use 

Prevention

&

Delayed Early Initiation

Youth Engagement

&

Healthy 

Schools

Healthy Schools Approach



Concerned about:
• Increased access/use

• Problematic use

• Use on school property

• Potential for negative 
consequences for youth 
who consume

• Normalizing use

Wanted more:
• Information for staff

• Support & information 
from their PHN

• Clear direction from school 
boards in the Fall

Feedback from Administration - June 2018



“When young people have at 
least one caring adult in their 
lives, they demonstrate fewer 
risk associated behaviours ”
(Pan Canadian Joint Consortium for School Health, 2018)

Key Messages: Caring Adults

www.pexels.com



School Boards Schools

• Cannabis Literacy 
workshops for school 
staff 

• Look for ways to reach 
other school staff - not 
just the Health & Phys Ed 
teachers

Approach

• School staff professional 
development workshops

• Support lesson plan 
development

• Secondary school Mental 
Health champions 



• Changes in legislation

• Health impacts/youth brain 
development

• Patterns & frequency of use 

• Beliefs and misperceptions

• Harm reduction messages 

• Substance misuse prevention 
strategies by grades

Consistent Messages



Cannabis Literacy 

Creates and continues 

conversations 

based on facts

Open and non-

judgemental 

discussions



• Meaningful dialogue

• Start early and engage all youth

• Provide accurate non-judgemental 
information

• Reflect on assumptions

• Incorporate links to mental health and 
well-being and supports for students

• Increase cannabis literacy

Key Messages: What can we do?

www.ccsa.ca

www.drugfreekidscanada.org



Highlight

https://sites.google.com/tdsb.on.ca/tdsb-cannabis-misuse-preventio/home

https://sites.google.com/tdsb.on.ca/tdsb-cannabis-misuse-preventio/home


Goals:
• Promote substance misuse prevention and coping strategies 

among youth
• Provide accurate information to school staff promoting cannabis 

literacy
• Share relevant resources, tools, and curriculum supports
• Build capacity and increase comfort for school staff to create and 

continue open and non-judgmental conversations with youth
• Clarify new policies and laws in Ontario and Canada

TDSB Cannabis Lesson Plans Gr. 6-12

https://sites.google.com/tdsb.on.ca/tdsb-cannabis-misuse-preventio/home


https://sites.google.com/tdsb.on.ca/tdsb-cannabis-misuse-preventio/home

TDSB Cannabis Lesson Plans Gr. 6-12

https://sites.google.com/tdsb.on.ca/tdsb-cannabis-misuse-preventio/home
https://sites.google.com/tdsb.on.ca/tdsb-cannabis-misuse-preventio/home


Continued support



Contact Info

Jennifer Burgess
416-338-7057
jburges@Toronto.ca

Toronto Health Connections: 
Call, Email, eChat Available  
Call: 416-338-7600

Email: PublicHealth@toronto.ca
Visit: www.toronto.ca/health

Contact Info

mailto:jburges@Toronto.ca
mailto:PublicHealth@toronto.ca
http://www.toronto.ca/health
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To learn about upcoming events visit:

• EENet  
http://eenet.ca/

• RNAO Mental Health & Addiction Initiative 
http://rnao.ca/bpg/initiatives/mhai

http://eenet.ca/
http://rnao.ca/bpg/initiatives/mhai

