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Early Symptoms of 

Schizophrenia in Adolescents 

and Young Adults 

 

Many symptoms linked with psychotic illness can be also 

be experienced by otherwise healthy individuals as a 

reaction to significantly stressful events, but careful 

assessment is clearly warranted as early diagnosis of a 

developing serious mental illness is important.   

 

An assessment by a professional should be considered if: 

 Symptoms last longer than a few weeks 

 There are sudden changes in the person’s behavior 

 Changes seem very out of character or bizarre 

 There is a major drop in school or work performance 

or memory.  

 

Symptoms expression and intensity may vary over time 

and longitudinal follow up is warranted.   The need for 

clinical oversight increases as the number of troubling 

symptoms increase as clinical risk is higher with multiple 

symptoms. 

 

Substance use can mimic psychosis, but it also can trigger 

and exacerbate an underlying or latent severe mental 

illness. 

 

Symptoms can include: 

 

 “Something’s not quite right” 

 Feeling like your brain is just not working normally  

 Not able to do regular school work or one’s usual job 

 Uncharacteristic behaviors and ideas 

 Odd sensitivity to sights, sounds, smells or touch 

 Reactive mood, depression, agitation 

 

Jumbled thoughts and confusion 

 Trouble with focus and attention 

 Reduced abilities in athletics or hobbies 

 Forgetting and getting lost 

 Not understanding what people are saying 

 

Hearing sounds/voices that are not there 

 Feeling like your brain is playing tricks on you  

 Hearing voices or noises that others can’t hear 

 Feeling that someone’s putting thoughts in your head 

 

Being fearful for no good reason 

 Worrying that others are thinking badly of you 

 Thinking others wish to harm you  

 Watching others with suspicion-- paranoia 

 Fearful, uneasy feeling around people 

 

Declining interest in people, activities and self-care 

 Withdrawal from friends and family 

 Loss of motivation or energy 

 Significant changes in sleeping or eating habits 

 Lack of interest in things you used to enjoy  

 Just not caring about your appearance 

 

Trouble speaking clearly 

 Trouble with focus and attention 

 Losing track of conversations 

 Forgetting 

 

Symptoms that need prompt attention: 

 Suicidal thoughts, ideas 

 Dramatic change in sleep or appetite 

 Hearing voices that tell you to act in dangerous way 

 Seeing things that no one else sees 

 Believing that others are plotting against you 

 Extreme fright in situations that do not warrant it 

 Extreme unreasonable resentments or grudges 

 Garbled speech or writing.   

 

Factors to note: 

 Family history of serious mental illness. 

 Exposure to major trauma (recent or past)   

 Substance abuse    

Local Programs:  
 

KickStart:  An outreach, early intervention program 

providing assessment and treatment for those at risk of 

having severe mental illness.  Age range: 10yo – 26yo.  

Evaluation, education, psychotherapy, family support, 

case management and medication as indicated.  

              kickstartsd.org   (619)-481-3790 

 

UCSD CARE Research and Clinic Program:  A 

clinical service and research program for individuals 

ages 12 – 30 yo.  Services can augment existing 

treatment activities by community providers.  

             ucsdcareprogram.com    (619) 543-7745     
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