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Practical Harm Reduction

for Academic Advisors

Marilyn Cresswell MBA, Dr. Ashley Hosker-Field, Dr. Daniel Bear  ·  Humber Polytechnic

Responding to student substance use in the advising appointment



This session will not be recorded.

Mute your microphone unless you’re speaking.

Use the Chat function for general comments or questions.

During the Q&A, raise your hand to ask a question using your 

microphone.

To turn on Auto-Captioning:
1. Select the More function
2. Select Language and speech
3. Select Turn on live captions

Welcome & Reminders



Land Acknowledgement

Humber College is located within the traditional and 
treaty lands of the Mississaugas of the Credit. 

Known as Adoobiigok [A-doe-bee-goke], the “Place 
of the Black Alders” in Michi Saagiig [Mi-Chee Saw-

Geeg] language. The region is uniquely situated 
along Humber River Watershed, which historically 
provided an integral connection for Anishinaabe 
[Ah-nish-nah-bay], Haudenosaunee [Hoeden-no-

shownee] and Wendat [Wine-Dot] peoples between 
the Ontario Lakeshore and the Lake 

Simcoe/Georgian Bay regions. Now home to people 
of numerous nations, Adoobiigok continues to 
provide a vital source of interconnection for all. 





Introductions and a little background

Marilyn Cresswell MBA, Dr. Ashley Hosker-Field, & Dr. Daniel Bear  ·  Humber Polytechnic



Why this session
The conversation is already happening, and advisors need a framework.

43%
of Canadians aged 16–19 used 
cannabis in the past year

Health Canada, 2024

27%
of all Canadians over 16 used 
cannabis in the past year

Health Canada, 2024

18
is the legal age of purchase in 
Ontario

AGCO

Students are bringing substance use into advising appointments, usually framed as a workload, motivation, or attendance 
problem. Advisors are often the first staff member to hear it.
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What you will leave with

A framework

Mindful Consumption and Benefit Maximization (MCBM) as a non-stigmatizing lens for advising conversations.

A role boundary

A clear sense of where the advisor's lane ends and where counsellors, health services, or peers take over.

Language to use

Concrete phrases for the moments when a student first names cannabis, alcohol, or other substances.

Referral confidence

Knowing which Humber service handles what, so warm hand-offs feel routine, not crisis-driven.
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The advisor's lane
You are not a counsellor. You are a trusted touchpoint.

I N  Y O U R  L A N E

• Listening without judgment

• Helping the student name the academic concern

• Sharing accurate, evidence-based information

• Discussing course load, schedule, deadlines

• Making warm referrals to campus supports

• Following up to see how the student is doing

O U T S I D E  Y O U R  L A N E

• Diagnosing substance use disorder

• Providing therapy or clinical counselling

• Telling the student to stop using

• Disclosing the conversation to faculty or family

• Investigating whether substance use violates 
policy

• Carrying the case alone after the appointment
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Where harm reduction came from
A brief history, because the framing matters.

Pre-1980s

Abstinence-only drug education. 
Project DARE and similar programs 

show no lasting effect (Lynam et al., 
1999).

1980s

Harm reduction emerges in response 
to HIV/AIDS among people who inject 

drugs.

1998

Rosenbaum's Safety First reframes 
drug education for young people 

around honest information.

Today

Cannabis is legal. The framing that fits 
opioids does not fit the typical 

student.

The point: harm reduction was built around drugs that can kill quickly. Cannabis is not that drug, and students know it. Borrowing 
fear-based opioid framing for cannabis sounds dishonest to the people you want to reach.
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A  N E W  F R A M E

Mindful Consumption and

Benefit Maximization

M I N D F U L  C O N S U M P T I O N

Deliberate, thoughtful use that maintains awareness of 
the substance's effects on the body, mind, and 
surrounding context (Bahl et al., 2016).

B E N E F I T  M A X I M I Z A T I O N

Enhancing the positive aspects of use, including 
therapeutic, social, and recreational outcomes, while still 
attending to potential harms (Sage & Michelow, 2016; 
Tupper, 2008).

MCBM holds the principles of harm reduction but leads with the question students are actually asking: how do I get what I want out of this 
without it costing me what I care about?



How MCBM reshapes the conversation

W H E N  A  S T U D E N T  S A Y S … F E A R - B A S E D  R E S P O N S E M C B M - I N F O R M E D  R E S P O N S E

“I smoke before class to focus.” “Cannabis hurts memory. You should stop.”
“What does focus look like for you? Have you 
noticed when it helps and when it doesn’t?”

“I use edibles to sleep.” “You’re self-medicating. See a doctor.”
“Sleep matters for school. Let’s talk about 
what’s working and where Health Services could 
add support.”

“I got too high before my exam.” “You should know better.”
“That sounds rough. What would you want to try 
differently next time? And how can we deal with 
the exam piece?”

“Everyone in res is drinking.” “You need to find better friends.”
“Sounds like a lot to navigate. What feels okay to 
you and what doesn’t?”
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Four questions, in order

The internal map for an advisor when substance use surfaces (Bear et al., 2024).

1
What is the student trying to get 
out of using?

Sleep, focus, social ease, pain, fun. Naming it 
changes the conversation.

2
What's the context around their 
use right now?

Mindset, environment, schedule, who they use with. 
Context drives outcome.

3
What effect are they actually 
noticing?

On grades, mood, attendance, finances. Student-led, 
not advisor-led, observation.

4
What would they want to do 
differently, if anything?

This is where harm reduction enters, on the student's 
terms.
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Language that works
Stigma closes the conversation. Curiosity keeps it open.

A V O I D

“You’re using too much.”

“That’s not really my area.”

“Have you tried just stopping?”

“Do your parents know?”

“You’ll fail out if this keeps up.”

T R Y

“Tell me more about what’s going on.”

“How is this showing up in your classes?”

“What would feel like a small win this week?”

“Who do you talk to when things get heavy?”

“Would it help to connect you with someone who has more 
time for this?”
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If you do share information

A small fact base, kept accurate and current.

Fatal overdose is essentially nil

Cannabis on its own has not been linked to fatal overdose in the published literature (Rock et al., 2022). This matters when students 
compare cannabis to other substances.

Frequency and potency drive most risk

Most documented harms, including cannabis use disorder, psychosis risk, and cognitive impact, concentrate among frequent, high-
potency, prolonged use (Petrilli et al., 2022; Solmi et al., 2023).

Early and frequent use carries the most risk

Risks rise when use starts young, becomes daily, and combines with other substances (NASEM, 2017; WHO, 2016).

Self-medicating is common, not pathological

Many student users report using for sleep, anxiety, or pain. That doesn’t make it a clinical plan, but it tells you what need they’re trying 
to meet (Smith et al., 2019; Wadsworth et al., 2020).
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S C E N A R I O  1

The first-year who isn't sleeping

A first-year student misses their second early-morning class this week. In your meeting they mention they’ve been 
using edibles every night to fall asleep, and now they can’t wake up. They ask if you can change their schedule.

D I S C U S S I O N  P R O M P T S

1. What's the academic question here, and what's underneath it?

2. Which of the four MCBM questions would you start with?

3. What would you do in the appointment, and what would you refer out?

4. What would you say to follow up next week?
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S C E N A R I O  2

The worried high-performer

A third-year student with a strong GPA tells you they’ve been drinking more this semester than they’d like. Their 
grades are still fine. They say they’re bringing it up because they don’t know who else to mention it to, and they 
don’t want to “make it a big thing” by going to counselling.

D I S C U S S I O N  P R O M P T S

1. How do you respond when there's no obvious academic problem yet?

2. What's the risk of saying “that sounds like a counselling question” and ending it there?

3. How might you offer a referral without making it feel like a big thing?
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S C E N A R I O  3

The unexpected disclosure

Mid-appointment a student says they’ve been using cocaine on weekends with friends since they came back from 
break. They’re telling you because their attendance has dropped and they want extensions. They don’t want this 
written down anywhere.

D I S C U S S I O N  P R O M P T S

1. What changes for you when the substance is no longer cannabis?

2. How do you handle the request not to document?

3. Where does MCBM language still apply, and where does it stop?
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Knowing where to hand off

Warm referrals work better than a list of phone numbers.

If the student wants to talk
Humber Student Wellness and Accessible Learning Services. Counselling 
appointments, drop-ins, group programs.

If there’s an immediate health concern
Humber Health Centre during hours. After hours: 911, or ConnexOntario at 1-
866-531-2600 (free, confidential, 24/7).

If it’s an academic-load issue
You. Course load adjustment, schedule change, accommodation letter, deadline 
conversation with faculty.

If they need peer support
Humber Students’ Federation peer programs, residence life staff for resident 
students.

If risk is imminent Humber Public Safety, Good2Talk (1-866-925-5454), or 988 for suicide crisis.

Verify Humber-specific numbers and service names before forwarding to advisors. The principle holds: name the door before pointing to it.
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The warm hand-off
Five steps that turn a referral into a connection.

1 Name what you heard “It sounds like sleep is the piece that’s really getting in the way.”

2 Name the limit of your role
“I can help with the course-load side. The sleep piece is bigger than I 
can do well.”

3 Name the door “Wellness Services has someone who works specifically on this.”

4 Make it concrete “Want me to send the link, or call together right now?”

5 Close the loop “Can we meet again in two weeks to check in on both pieces?”
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When MCBM isn't the right frame

Some moments need a different response. Recognize them, escalate, document.

The student mentions self-harm, suicidal thoughts, or that they don’t see a way forward.

The student appears intoxicated or impaired in the appointment.

The student describes use that has become unmanageable: losing days, losing money, losing relationships.

The student describes someone else putting them at risk (assault, coercion, exploitation).

The student is a minor, or the situation involves a minor.

In any of these: stay in the room, name what you’re seeing, connect to Wellness or Public Safety the same day, and follow Humber’s reporting 
protocols.
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What to take away

Students bring this to you because they trust you.

Don't redirect on the first sentence. The conversation may not happen again.

Curiosity is your tool, not advice.

Four questions: what for, what context, what effect, what next. Let the student answer.

Stay in your lane and name it.

Course load, schedule, accommodation: yours. Clinical care: not yours. Say both out loud.

Refer warmly, follow up, document the academic piece.

A hand-off you make with the student in the room is worth ten emails.
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D I S C U S S I O N

What's the moment
you wish you'd handled differently?
Or share what you did well.

References cited throughout. See the take-home handout.
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