Script
Educating young people is a privilege. We get to teach them as they embark on adult life. But educating is more than just reciting times tables, explaining the periodic table or discussing Shakespeare. Education is engaging with the whole person – teaching them to take responsibility, helping them to build resilience, growing their confidence, encouraging them to try again when they fail and supporting them through some of life’s challenges. For some young people though, the challenges are exceptionally great and so the understanding and support they need is even greater.
Schizophrenia is one of the most complex of all mental health disorders. Adolescent – like adult – schizophrenia, is a severe and disabling disruption in brain processing. It’s characterised by distorted thinking, strange feelings and unusual behaviours. It often leads to a sense of losing touch with reality and uncertainty about which thoughts and experiences are real and which are not. 
Although teenagers with schizophrenia can experience the same symptoms as adults, the most common are hallucinations – which may be hearing and seeing things, but can involve any of the senses. Or negative symptoms like lack of energy and motivation making it hard to get anything done, sitting for long periods of time, showing little interest in participating in work or social activities or a lack of emotional expression. These symptoms are often the biggest obstacle to education. 
Other symptoms common to teenagers with schizophrenia are disturbed sleep patterns, slow processing speed, memory deficits, reduced attention, anxiety, confusing dreams or TV for reality, bizarre ideas or behaviour, depressed mood, irritability and even psychotic episodes. Communication can also be impaired and answers to questions may be partially or completely unrelated. Teenagers can often feel like their brains are not working properly or like their mind or eyes are playing tricks on them. Their thoughts can become confused, and they may become suspicious or fearful.
The onset of schizophrenic symptoms frequently begins in adolescence, often around the age of 15 and is typically more common in boys than girls. Whilst it’s hard to put a figure on it, the overall prevalence in 5-18 year olds is estimated at 0.5% - that’s roughly one in every 200 young people.
The impact of a diagnosis of schizophrenia for a young person can be devastating & can affect every aspect of their life. Many young people question who they are, whether they can trust themselves & what kind of future they will have. But the biggest impact a diagnosis of schizophrenia has is fear. Young people with schizophrenia frequently speak of the fear they feel.
One of the biggest fears for a young person with any mental illness, but especially those with schizophrenia, is the fear of being found out & the social consequences, otherwise known as stigma. Stigma is the greatest barrier to young people reaching out for or receiving the help & support they need. Teenagers are at an age when finding their place in the world & gaining social acceptance are crucial. For those experiencing schizophrenic symptoms, however, they often fear they will be judged as weird, crazy or even dangerous & that they will be alienated from the peers they are so desperate to be accepted by.
There are many myths & misunderstandings surrounding schizophrenia and research shows that public stigma remains high. As a response to this fear, many young people fight hard to hide their condition or they withdraw themselves from people so they won’t have to face the pain of being rejected. Either way the impact is isolation and being cut off from potential support which could be essential in their recovery & management of their condition.
However, public stigma, or even the anticipation of it, are not the only forms of stigma experienced. Equally real and perhaps more personally damaging is the impact of self-stigma. Self-stigma happens when a person internalises negative perceptions of themselves or their condition and identifies with & begins to think of themselves in the light of those negative beliefs. Self-stigma has a significant and damaging impact on the self-esteem of young people diagnosed with schizophrenia. Many young people with schizophrenia describe judging themselves, feeling lost, no longer trusting themselves or knowing who they are. Self-stigma can lead young people into a devastating downward spiral of hopelessness, self-loathing and even dangerous behaviours such as self-harm & attempted suicide.
But as well as the social impact, the educational impact can be significant. Young people with schizophrenia can have difficulty speaking, writing, focusing or managing simple tasks. They often struggle to concentrate, feel unusually tired and have low attendance. The stress caused by such concerns often feeds back into a cycle of active symptoms.
Treatment for schizophrenia is complex, however, support can be simple. One of the biggest things anyone living with a mental health condition needs is simply to know that people accept them & are there for them. 
Here are some things to do when working with students with schizophrenia:
· Be kind.
· Listen & learn. Educate yourself on some of the main challenges for people with schizophrenia, but remember that each person’s experience is different & unique to them, so be open-minded & understanding.
· Talk to the student. Find out a bit about them – what they like & what they don’t like – but also a bit about how they prefer to handle their condition, what helps them, what doesn’t help them.
· Be sensitive & respectful. Don’t ask overly personal or intrusive questions. Don’t draw attention to any unusual behaviours in class, but if you’re concerned check in with the young person.
· Support them in managing their condition in a way that is caring for them but also empowering to them. The best way to know how to do this is to have a conversation with them in an appropriate way or consult their individual development plan.
· Be prepared to be flexible. There may be times when expectations may need altering for a student with schizophrenia. This could be due to a challenging & draining period of active symptoms, dealing with medication side effects or accommodating other treatment schedules.
· Be aware of your own & other people’s stigma or negative attitudes towards schizophrenia & do what you can to promote education & acceptance.
· Be aware of pre-agreed strategies to handle both minor & major incidents in the most helpful way should the need arise.
· Encourage the young person, build them up & inspire hope.
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