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Overview



• The risk for developing problematic substance 

use and associated harms later in life increases 

significantly when substance use is initiated 

young. 

• Focusing on interventions at an early age can 

mitigate potential risky behaviors and minimize 

long-term adverse health consequences.

 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/youth-deaths-toxic-drug-crisis-bc-1.6950003

DeWit et al., 2000; Patton, 2002; Hall, 2015; CCSA, 2022

Richmond-Rakerd, L. S., Slutske, W. S., Lynskey, M. T., Agrawal, A., Madden, P. A., Bucholz, K. K., Heath, A. C., Statham, D. J., & Martin, N. G. (2016). 

Background 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/youth-deaths-toxic-drug-crisis-bc-1.6950003


Alcohol
NL rates of alcohol use is among the 
highest at 47.6% (Canada – 44.1%)

Age of First Use
Average age of first use of alcohol, 
cigarettes, cannabis 13 to 14 years

NL Youth Substance Use 
Grade 7 - 12 rate of substance use is 

higher than national average 

Background 



Image credits: https://quiltsbyjen.ca/screeching-in-ceremony/; https://www.gov.nl.ca/releases/2022/tcar/0803n04/; https://www.gov.nl.ca/releases/2022/health/0705n05/

Background 



Substance Use Spectrum

Substance use can be seen on a spectrum.
Individuals may move back and forth along the spectrum in their lifetime.  

Non-Use
(Abstinence)

Beneficial 
Use

Lower-Risk 
Use

Higher-Risk 
Use

Addiction
(Substance Use Disorder)

Substance use occurs on a spectrum, with varying degrees and patterns ranging from no use to addiction. Substances have 
different effects on individuals depending on many factors including sex, age, weight, tolerance, and underlying health 
conditions. Recognizing an individual’s position on the substance use spectrum is crucial for offering tailored care that 

promotes well-being and minimizes risks or harm.

July 2024

https://decyde.ca/substance-use-health-core-concepts/ 

https://decyde.ca/substance-use-health-core-concepts/


www.DECYDE.ca

visit us at: 

DECYDE
Drug Education Centred on Youth Decision Empowerment

http://www.decyde.ca


www.DECYDE.ca
visit us at: 

MISSION

DECYDE (Drug Education Centred on Youth Decision Empowerment) is a drug education and awareness 
strategy created by an interdisciplinary research team at Memorial University.

VISION

What is DECYDE?

To provide evidence-based, trauma-informed, 
substance use education and resources with a 

focus on prevention and harm reduction for 
youth, educators, and guardians.

To empower youth to make safe and 
informed choices regarding their 

substance use health.

http://www.decyde.ca


The information presented 

in the DECYDE strategy and 

materials are balanced, 

unbiased, and draws on the 

best available research 

evidence.

Evidence-Informed

Being Trauma Informed is a 

strengths-based approach 

grounded in an 

understanding of the 

impact of trauma and 

creates opportunities to 

rebuild a sense of control 

and empowerment.

Trauma-Informed 
Approach

Primary prevention aims to 

delay substance use by 

enhancing protective 

factors. Harm reduction 

aims to provide people with 

knowledge to make safe 

and informed choices and 

reduce the negative 

consequences associated 

with drug use.

Prevention & Harm 
Reduction

Skills-Based Health 

Education (SBHE) is a 

learning approach 

implemented through 

various perspectives and 

methods to support the 

development of skills and 

attitudes to enhance well-

being.

Skills-Based Health 
Education

DECYDE Foundational Principles



DR. LISA 

BISHOP
Lisa Bishop is a pharmacist and 

professor with the School of 

Pharmacy at Memorial University. 

She is an established educator and 

researcher and is co-leading the 

DECYDE strategy. 

The Youth Advisory Panel consists of youth aged 12-18 from 

across NL that identify areas of focus and share feedback on 

project materials.

DECYDE YOUTH ADVISORY PANEL

COLLABORATING ORGANIZATIONS

NL Health Services

NL Teachers’ Association (NLTA)

Canadian Students for Sensible Drug Policy 

(CSSDP)

SafeWorks Access Program (SWAP)

Government of Newfoundland & Labrador

DR. JENNIFER 

DONNANJennifer Donnan is an Associate 

Professor with the School of 

Pharmacy. She has a passion for 

protecting youth from the harms of 

substances, and has expertise in 

program evaluation. She is co-leading 

the DECYDE project.  

Project Coordinator

School of Pharmacy

TEGAN BAKER, 

MPH

DR. GREG 

HARRISProfessor

Faculty of Education

DR. NICK 

HARRISAssociate Professor

 Department of Psychology

WILL LUMMIS

Harm Reduction Consultant

NL Health Services

GARY 

PEDDLECitizen Advisor 

SUNAR

DECYDE Team

Robyn 

Cumben

Kathryn 

Dalton

CURRENT STUDENTS

Molly 

Downey

Megan Heath

Mahiba 

Khan

Virginia 

McNeil

Aliya 

Seward



Work That Informed DECYDE
Community & citizen engagement

Youth Advisory Panel & 

youth engagement workshops

Teacher survey & focus groups

Evidence & best practices

Youth & young adult focus 

groups

Scoping reviews of 

educational materials & 

programs



• Age 19-25

• Five FGs (n=53)

Youth Adult

• Age 13-18

• Six FGs (n=38)

Youth

Total Sample (N=91)

Study Population



• Components of 

cannabis

• Side effects

• Interactions 

• Benefits & harms

• Impact on driving

• Risk for addiction

• Impact on MH and 

addiction

YOUTH DESIRED CANNABIS HEALTH LITERACY

• Safety of products

• Harm prevention

• Responding to peer 

pressure

HARM REDUCTION 
APPROACHES 

CANNABIS 
PROPERTIES

POSITIVE & NEGATIVE 
EFFECTS

Bishop, L.D, et.al. (2022). Exploring Youths’ Cannabis Health Literacy Post Legalization: 

A Qualitative Study. Journal of Adolescent Research



Delivery of 
Substance Use 
Education 

Frequent Education 

Interactive 

Facilitated by a relatable speaker

Easy, age-appropriate delivery 

Equitable Access 

Bishop, L.D, et.al. (2022). Exploring Youths’ Cannabis Health Literacy Post Legalization: 

A Qualitative Study. Journal of Adolescent Research



What are teachers’ perceptions about 

using a harm reduction approach?



46% thought that youth who use substances 
should be expected to pursue abstinence

92% believed harm reduction was an 
effective approach

16% felt that teaching students about safer 
substance use would encourage substance 
use

100% agreed students need honest 
information about substance use to reduce 
harms

68% believed they would be able to 
recognize if a student was under the 
influence of cannabis

77% of educators would be comfortable 
supporting a student who had consumed 
cannabis

61% felt uncertain how to properly 
respond to student cannabis use

8% thought their teacher training would 
allow them to intervene and prevent 
cannabis-related harms

However...

However...

However...

However...

Results: Harm Reduction
In 2022-23, the DECYDE team surveyed 170 educators across NL

PLoS ONE 2024; 19(5): e0299085.



NL educators may not fully understand 

principles of harm reduction but are open 

to the approach

Educators feel unprepared to teach 

students about this topic

Both educators and students urgently 

need harm reduction substance use 

education

Educators require harm reduction training 

and additional support in order to 

successfully teach and support students

PLoS ONE 2024; 19(5): e0299085.

Teacher Survey: Key Learnings



Engagement with youth

Donnan, J., et al.. (2023). Journal of Early Adolescence, https://doi.org/10.1177/02724316231223527

Virtual 

engagement

Recruitment

Active engagement

Facilitation

https://doi.org/10.1177/02724316231223527


Interactive brainstorm sessions and facilitated discussions with Youth Advisory Panel 

members directly informed DECYDE materials.

Youths’ suggestions 

were recorded and 

incorporated as the 

foundation of learning 

activities in lesson plans

This process created 

real-life scenarios that 

were relevant, 

relatable and 

interesting to students

Youth Engagement



GOVERNMENT

(DEPARTMENTS OF HEALTH & 

COMMUNITY SERVICES, EDUCATION) 

EDUCATION

(NL SCHOOLS, NL TEACHERS’ 

ASSOCIATION, EDUCATORS)

MENTAL HEALTH & ADDICTIONS 

(NL Health Services, Provincial Harm Reduction 

Consultants)

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS

(AUTISM SOCIETY, PLANET YOUTH, END SEXUAL VIOLENCE NL 

)

PEOPLE WITH LIVED/LIVING EXPERIENCE

(SUNAR, CSSDP, SWAP, Youth Advisory Panel)

Collaborator Consultations

Consultations held with external collaborators to date.



www.DECYDE.ca
visit us at: 

Drug Education Centred on Youth

Decision Empowerment (DECYDE)

http://www.decyde.ca


Teacher
Resources

• Lesson plans  (Gr. 4-9) aligned with NL 

health curriculum.

• Substance Snapshots provide 

information summaries about a 

particular substance.

• Evidence-based educator infographics 

provide information on related topics. 

• Educational videos support delivery of 

lesson plans.

• Educator professional learning 

presentations

• Public engagement including events, 

activities, and advisory panels

• Presentations at conferences, 

educational events, schools and 

research symposiums

• Publications in academic journals, 

websites and media

• Research summaries and reports

Research & 
Engagement 

• Substance Snapshots provide 

information summaries about a 

particular substance.

• Harm reduction resources that share 

information on topics like naloxone, 

substance use, and stigma. 

• A list of Supportive Resources available 

locally and nationally.

Public
Resources

DECYDE Materials



www.DECYDE.ca
visit us at: DECYDE Overview

http://www.decyde.ca


Students develop skills when they 

actively participate in their own 

learning.  

Students should be given the 

opportunity to observe and practice 

health-skills. 

Examples: 

• Class Discussion

• Brainstorming

• Role Play

• Small Groups

• Games 

• Simulations

• Situation Analysis

• Case Studies

• Debate

• Storytelling

How to Assess 

Student's Learning
• Presentations

• Portfolios

• Research projects

• Hands-on activities

• Essays

• Journals

• Observations

• Interviews

• Student self-assessments

• Peer observations

Tips for Delivering SBHE  

Skills-Based Health 

Education (SBHE)

An emphasis is placed on 

learning skills that will 

promote and protect 

student health and well-

being. 
• Be a guide, rather than a lecturer 

• Support students and their individuality

• Be prepared to discuss sensitive topics such 

as substance use, sexual health, hygiene, etc.

• Create an open and judgment-free learning 

environment

• Provide up-to-date, factual knowledge

• Use other sources and expertise to help 

deliver content

 https://decyde.ca/skills-based-health-education/

https://decyde.ca/skills-based-health-education/


Skills-Based Health Education

www.DECYDE.ca

visit us at: 

Lesson Plans

Educator Resources

Student Activities

DECYDE

• Case scenarios

• Group activities 

• Discussions

• Projects

• Quizzes

• Comprehensive, interactive 

lesson plans that align with 

provincial health curriculum 

outcomes

• Skills-Based Health Education

• FACE Decision-Making Model

• ACEs and TIPs 

• Substance Snapshots

http://www.decyde.ca


Evidence

informed

Social Emotional 

Learning

Responsible 

decision-making

Interpersonal 

communication

Reflection

eel ssess hoose valuate

FACE Decision-Making Model

The FACE decision-making model is an evidence-based and follows a 

harm reduction and social-emotional learning approach. DECYDE lesson 

plans incorporate FACE to help students feel empowered to make  safer 

decisions when faced with substance use and mental health-related 

situations.

How would 

you FACE this 

situation? 

https://decyde.ca/face-decision-model/

https://decyde.ca/face-decision-model/


Scenario 1: Jordan and Vaping

FACE DECISION-MAKING MODEL

F
FEEL

Consider 

your 

feelings

A
ASSESS

Assess the 

situation

E
EVALUATE

Evaluate 

the decision

C
CHOOSE

Choose the 

safest 

option

https://decyde.ca/face-decision-model/

Lately, Jordan’s home has been filled with the tense atmosphere 

of his parents' frequent arguments, adding stress to their daily life 

and disrupting their ability to get a good night's sleep. To cope 

with this, Jordan finds comfort in watching their favorite streamer 

on social media who uses nicotine vaping for relaxation. Faced 

with their own stressors, Jordan wonders whether trying nicotine 

vapes could offer them similar relief. What decision should Jordan 

make?

How would you FACE this situation?

https://decyde.ca/grade-7-lesson-plan-1/

https://decyde.ca/face-decision-model/
https://decyde.ca/grade-7-lesson-plan-1/


SUBSTANC
E 

SNAPSHOT

https://decyde.ca/facts-sheets/

A summary of information for various substances, 

inlcuding:

• Cannabinoids (e.g., edibles, inhaled, dabbing)

• Depressants (e.g., alcohol, benzodiazepines, 

date rape drugs, fentanyl, opioids)

• Hallucinogens (e.g., DMT, DM, ecstasy, 

eetamine, LSD, psilocybin, salvia)

• Stimulants (e.g., amphetamaines, caffeine, 

cocaine, methamphetamine, methylphenidate, 

nicotine)

• Other (e.g., anabolic steroids, antihistamines, 

bath salts, household items, inhalants, mixing 

drugs, poppers)

These can also be used by the public.

https://decyde.ca/facts-sheets/


Common names or slang terms 

for the substance

Identification of the substance, 

and its drug classification 

category

Description of the various ways 

the substance may be 

used/consumed

Outlines the various 

effects of the substance

Page 1

https://decyde.ca/cannabinoids-kc/ 

SUBSTANC
E 

SNAPSHOT

https://decyde.ca/cannabinoids-kc/


Disclaimer and references

Description of the warning 

signs to look for, and when to 

seek emergency help

Harm reduction tips to 

consider when using a 

particular substance

Interesting fact or 

statistic about the 

substance

https://decyde.ca/cannabinoids-kc/ 

SUBSTANC
E 

SNAPSHOT

https://decyde.ca/cannabinoids-kc/


Educator Resources

Evidence-based educator resources that provide 

information on topics including: 

• ACEs & TIPs

• Empathic Strain

• Decision-Making Model

• Harm Reduction, Naloxone

• Mental Health (e.g., Emotional Regulation Health 

& Wellness, Neurodiversity, Self-Care, Self-

Concept, Stress)

• Protective and Risk Factors

• Substance Use Spectrum, Caregiver Substance Use

• Substance Use Laws

• Skills-Based Health Education

• Stigma

These can also be used by the public.

https://decyde.ca/teacher-resources/ 

https://decyde.ca/teacher-resources/


Avoid using substances 

Start low and go slow

Avoid using substances before 

work or school 

Always have a buddy

Harm Reduction Resources

https://decyde.ca/harm-reduction-resources/

Choose pharmaceutical 

grade or legal supply  

Avoid mixing substances 

Use in moderation

Always be prepared

Ways You Can Stay
Safer With Drugs 

https://decyde.ca/harm-reduction-resources/


Stigma

https://decyde.ca/stigma-kc/ 

Stigma is a barrier to asking for help. 

Youth may fear being shamed or judged, 

which may lead them to isolate 

themselves.

Stigma may make youth feel 

uncomfortable engaging in discussions 

or speaking to adults worrying what 

others may think. 

Stigma may cause youth to conceal their 

substance use or use alone. This can 

increase their risk of drug poisoning or 

prevent them from seeking help. 

How people can help decrease stigma 

Use Person-First Language: set a positive 

example

Support Youth: have open conversations

Foster Self-Care and Self-Acceptance: help 

youth develop confidence

https://decyde.ca/stigma-kc/


ACES  
Adverse Childhood Experiences & Adverse 

Community Experiences

Experienced physical, 

emotional, or sexual abuse or 

maltreatment.

Abuse/ Maltreatment

Experienced bullying.

Bullying

Lived in foster care. 

Foster Care

Witness Violence

Witnessed a violent act in real 

life.

Treated unfairly because of race, 

sex, gender, sexual orientation, or 

disability

Foster CareRacism/Discrimination

Neglect

Experienced physical or emotional 

neglect. 

Felt unsafe in their 

neighbourhood and/or did not 

trust their neighbours. 

Neighbourhood Safety

Household Circumstances

Guardians were separated or 

divorced, substance use occurred, 

a caregiver was treated violently, a 

family member had mental illness, 

or a relative was in prison. 

ACEs

Abuse/ 

Maltreatment

Neglect

Bullying

Foster Care

Household

Circumstances

Witness 

Violence

Neighbourhood 

Safety

Racism/ 

Discrimination

As the ACE study has shown, child abuse and neglect is the single most preventable cause of mental illness, the single most common cause of drug and alcohol abuse, and a significant contributor to 

leading causes of death such as diabetes, heart disease, cancer, stroke, and suicide.” Bessel A. van der Kolk. The Healing of Trauma

https://decyde.ca/adverse-childhood-experiences/

https://decyde.ca/adverse-childhood-experiences/


Incorporate a Structured 

Learning Environment

Foster Supportive, Safe and Positive 

Learning Environment

Incorporate Social Emotional 

Learning Strategies

Use Restorative PracticesFoster a Positive Self-Concept

https://decyde.ca/tips/

https://decyde.ca/tips/


Caregiver Substance Use

https://decyde.ca/caregiver-substance-use/

Addiction is a disease It's not your fault

You are not alone It's OK to talk

Four Take-Home Messages 

Caregivers with SUDs are highly stigmatized by multiple systems 
(e.g., healthcare, education, legal, social). As a result, they are more 

likely to experience discrimination and health inequities. 

Children of caregivers with SUDs frequently experience stigma and 
challenges by association.

Emotional & 

behavioral 

issues

Low self-

esteem

Guilt

Shame

A higher risk 

of substance 

use

Isolation & 

feeling 

worthless

Challenges for children

https://decyde.ca/caregiver-substance-use/
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-to-tell-children-about-a-parents-addiction-66633
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-to-tell-children-about-a-parents-addiction-66633
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-to-tell-children-about-a-parents-addiction-66633


1

Empathic Strain 
An occupational hazard for educators

The work of helping requires those in various 

professions to open their hearts and minds to those 

they work with. This very process is what makes 

these workers vulnerable to being profoundly 

affected by their work and yet it is an essential skill 

to maintain in order to be effective, ethical and 

compassionate.

https://decyde.ca/empathic-strain/ 

Early recognition and intervention is 
important; without intervention 
empathic strain may negatively 

impact personal, social and 
occupational functioning and 

increase risk for burnout and other 
mental health conditions. 

https://decyde.ca/empathic-strain/


Evaluation



Grades 4, 5, and 7

Grades 7-9

• Spring 2024

• 6 educators participated from urban and rural 

areas of NL

• All received professional learning

• Delivered in classroom, then completed 

feedback form and interview

• Fall 2024, currently recruiting teachers

Pilot Testing



“This was one of the most beneficial and 

practical professional learning sessions I 

have done in my 9 years of teaching... I 

really appreciate leaving with resources I 

can actually use in my classroom.”

To expand reach, the professional learning modules have 

been adapted to shorter informational presentations 

delivered in-person and virtually.

DECYDE Professional 

Learning Workshops 

Educators 

participated

242

Educators 

participated

DECYDE Informational 

Presentations 

95%

reported an increase 

in knowledge about 

substance use 

prevention and harm 

reduction

Teacher Professional Learning

154



SKILLS 

BASED HEALTH 

EDUCATION (SBHE)

SUBSTANCE 

USE

DECISION 

MAKING

STUDENT 

EXPERIENCES

THEMES 

AND SUB-

THEMES

Sub themes: 
(1) Timeliness of program 
(2) Quality of materials 
(3) Professional learning 
(4) Cross curricular

Sub themes: 
(1) Classroom 
engagement
(2) Application of 
decision making

Sub themes: 
(1) Alcohol & other drugs
(2) Harm reduction
(3) Primary prevention 

Sub themes: 
(1) Student engagement 
(2) Equity, Diversity, & 
Inclusion
(3) Trauma & Adverse 
Childhood Experiences

(DECYDE is) really well done. I'm 
continuously impressed by it .. the 
curriculum and the guides that are 

given to me, and then I can adjust it 
because of the high needs in my 
classroom. But it's fantastic. I tell 

everyone about it ... it's what we've 
been asking for, for all these years.

One of the things (we were) talking 
about was wearing a helmet. One of 

my students lives near me and the 
day before, had been biking up and 

down with no helmet. And then I saw 
him that evening after we had that 

discussion - he was wearing his 
helmet ...I felt like I was making a 
difference that day... He evaluated 

his decision.

I  was blown away by how much they 
took away from it. And I even asked 

them when we're done .. did you guys 
like this? ... and they were like, yeah, it 
was way better than the normal health 

... but they were really engaged 
because it was new and relevant. And 
they seem like they were paying more 
attention. And I had kids participating 

in the discussion that I had barely 
heard from all year.

Pilot Evaluation:
Themes

The health curriculum hasn’t been 
updated since the 90s...  And the whole 

idea of harm reduction is just not 
something that even clicked in the kids 
minds at all - before it was you just say 

no to drugs, you don't do this. But that's 
obviously not the answer. As everybody 
would probably agree on, it's about kind 

of showing them the right choices to 
make with those situations.



• Materials and resources are being 

translated into French

• DECYDE has been added as a 

recommended resource within the 

Dept of Education’s curriculum guides

• District wide professional learning for 

health teachers in 2025

Full Implementation



Evaluation - PRISM RE-AIM Framework

Reach

Effectiveness

Adoption

Implementation

Maintenance



Provincial systematic data collection

COMPASS Survey

Funding to pilot-test the survey within a few schools to generate a 

preliminary data set has been provided by the Janeway Foundation.

COMPASS Survey

https://uwaterloo.ca/compass-system/

https://uwaterloo.ca/compass-system/


Looking Ahead



Icelandic Prevention Model
4 Protective Factors

Schools Family Peers Leisure 
time

Individual: 

Help-Seeking 
Behaviour

Protective 

Factors

Individual: 

Healthy Coping Skills

Family: 

Family Support

Community: 

Social 
Connectedness

Individual: 

Positive Self-Image

Community: 

Religion and Spirituality

Community: 

Community Resources

Community: 

Leisure

Primary Prevention for Community-Level Programs and 
Services

https://decyde.ca/protective-factors/ 

According to Planet Youth, the organization supporting 
international adoption of the Icelandic Prevention Model 
(IPM), the four protective domains for substance use can 
moderate the negative consequences of risk exposure.

https://planetyouth.org
/

https://decyde.ca/protective-factors/
https://planetyouth.org
https://planetyouth.org


Data Collection and Evaluation

The Icelandic Prevention Model: 
Prevention Through Social Change

Collecting data engages 
and empowers community 

members to make 
practical decisions using 

local, high-quality, 
accessible data.

https://planetyouth.org
/

https://planetyouth.org
https://planetyouth.org


Primary Prevention for Community-Level Programs and 
Services

Kópavogur municipality



Prioritize primary prevention and social change

https://planetyouth.org
/

https://planetyouth.org
https://planetyouth.org


Drug Education Centred on Youth Decision Empowerment: A drug education and awareness strategy

MISSION

Topical 

Infographics

VISION
Provide evidence-based, trauma-informed, substance use education and 

resources with a focus on prevention and harm reduction for youth, 
educators, and guardians.

To empower youth to make safe and informed choices 
regarding their substance use health.

Educator Resources and Lesson Plans

Support 

ResourcesFACE Decision-

Making Model

School/ 

Community 

Reports

Caregiver Café

Educator StakeholderGuardian/Public

Professional 

Learning



Now available at www.decyde.ca!

@DECYDE_mun @DECYDEMUN @decyde_mun decyde@mun.ca

DECYDE 
2023-24 Annual Report

Thank you!
Please share your feedback:
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