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In memory of Stuart.

Your absence remains a quiet lesson in what systems miss and what friendship remembers. May this work honour your life by helping others find the years you did not get to see.
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The first part of this book is a faithful reproduction of my Honours thesis written in 1996. At that time, Aboriginal history, knowledge, and contemporary experience were largely absent from my primary and secondary schooling, and tertiary curriculum that shaped my development as a teacher. What was not taught also shaped what was not seen, not asked, and not understood.

That absence matters. Since then, there has been greater recognition of the histories and ongoing impacts of colonisation. There is more public language to describe inequality, more data to track it, and more commitment, at least in principle, to addressing it.

And yet, the outcomes tell a harder truth. Aboriginal children remain significantly overrepresented in out of home care. Aboriginal people remain overrepresented in the criminal justice system. Health outcomes remain poorer. Lives are still cut short, too often and too early. National frameworks such as Closing the Gap have named these realities, but progress has been uneven and, in many areas, far too slow.

This acknowledgement sits across both parts of the book. It recognises the limitations of the past, the partial shifts of the present, and the work still required.
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Author’s Note

This book marks the 30th anniversary of my Bachelor of Education Honours thesis, completed at the University of Tasmania in 1996.

What follows is presented in two parts. Part 1 is a faithful reproduction of the original thesis. It has not been edited or updated. Apart from minor formatting adjustments required for publication, the work appears as it was submitted, including its language, structure, and references. It reflects a particular moment in time, both in my own development as a pre-service teacher and in the broader social and academic context in which it was written.

I have chosen not to revise the original text. With the benefit of hindsight, there are many ways the work could be refined, extended, or reframed. I have resisted that. Instead, I have allowed it to stand as it was, with all the strengths and limitations that come with it. It is a record of how I was thinking, what I was noticing, and what I believed mattered at that point in my life.

Part 2, takes the form of an autobiographical essay titled Lives Worth Staying For. This reflective piece provides context for the thesis and reflects on the path that followed. It explores why I chose to focus on youth suicide, what was happening in my life and country at the time, and how the ideas within the thesis shaped the direction of my work in the three decades since. It is not a revision of the original research, nor a formal critique. Rather, it traces what became of the questions I was asking.

Since the mid-1990s, I have not let go of a central idea that sits beneath this work: that many of the most serious harms we face, including suicide, are shaped by the systems around us, and that prevention must sit at the center of how we respond. What appears in this thesis in early form has remained a constant thread across my subsequent work and writing.

Readers familiar with my later books will recognise this orientation. Each has, in different ways, placed prevention at the core of public policy and system design. The vibrant nation trilogy extends this further, exploring what a prevention-first society might look like at local, state, and national levels.

At the centre of that later work sits a deeply personal loss. Eighteen years after my Honours thesis was written, my close friend Jeremy Ball died by suicide. His death profoundly shaped how I now understand this social issue. It brought the questions of prevention, responsibility, and system design into sharper and more urgent focus. It also sits behind the articulation in vibrant state of a clear policy ambition: that a society should organise itself with the explicit goal of creating lives “worth staying for”, and the subsequent pursuit of zero suicides.

Readers are invited to approach Part 1 and Part 2 of this book together, but also to hold them lightly apart. One is the work of a young researcher at the beginning of his career. The other is written from the perspective of thirty years of lived experience in the field. The value of this edition lies, I hope, in the space between them.

The thesis reproduced here focused on youth suicide prevention, a subject that remains confronting and deeply important. The language and framing used in 1996 reflect the knowledge and norms of that time. While some aspects may feel dated, the underlying concern, to better understand and prevent the loss of precious lives, remains unchanged.

This edition is offered in that spirit.
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ABSTRACT

Youth suicide is an issue of particular public concern in Tasmania. Questions regarding causation and strategies to reduce the prevalence of suicidal behaviour are of intense community interest. School personnel from all levels of education form a group of strategically placed professionals who, by virtue of their trusted position and extensive contact with students, are in a unique position to identify, intervene, or assist young people experiencing difficulties access appropriate agencies. Yet, as a professional group, school personnel remain largely untapped as a resource in the prevention of youth suicide.

This study replicates, in part, the work of Gostelow (1990). It explores the extent to which a sample of Tasmanian public school professionals are prepared to participate in youth suicide prevention activities. Consequently, the study examines school professionals’ understanding, perceptions, resource needs, and experiences with respect to youth suicidal behaviour in Tasmania. A multi-stage cluster sample of 104 school professionals from two primary, two secondary, and two senior secondary schools in one Tasmanian community were surveyed. Information was obtained from school principals, assistant principals, teachers, district support staff, school nurses, guidance officers and social workers using a 50-item questionnaire. The data indicated that school professionals perceived youth suicide to be an issue of serious concern, and a problem that has affected them in their professional roles. They consider that as individuals, and members of other professional groups, they had a role to perform in the prevention of youth suicide at school. They had a basic level of understanding and proficiency in youth suicide intervention, and were prepared to acknowledge their deficiencies in skill and knowledge. What they knew was based largely on informal information sources and acquired incidental or through self motivated learning. They indicated a need and preparedness to participate in additional training to develop their competencies in youth suicide awareness and intervention.

These findings have significant implications for the schools surveyed, the Department of Education, Community and Cultural Development, the Department of Child and Adolescent Health Services, and the tertiary institutions preparing school personnel, in terms of providing opportunities for school personnel to participate in suicide awareness and intervention training. A number of recommendations for future research in this area are made.




CHAPTER 1.0


INTRODUCTION


1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Youth suicide has become an issue of particular public concern in Tasmania. Questions regarding causation and strategies to reduce the prevalence of suicide are of intense community interest. It is likely that the community expects professionals who come in regular contact with young people to extend their professional and public duty and accept some responsibility for addressing the youth suicide issue. School professionals constitute one group that has frequent contact with the youth population, and is strategically positioned to assist young people experiencing problems. It would appear, however, as a professional group school personnel remain largely untapped as a resource in the prevention of youth suicide.

With the exception of research conducted in Western Australian by Gostelow (1990), and a study in the United States by Schepp and Biocca (1991), there’ exists a dearth of research on the preparedness of school personnel to participate in youth suicide prevention initiatives. Given this problem, the present study aims to identify Tasmanian public school professionals’ understanding, perceptions and experiences of youth suicidal behaviour, and provide an initial examination of their knowledge, likely suicide intervention actions, and desires for further suicide intervention training and resources.



1.2 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEM

The research topic is related to the practical problem of suicide prevention and is timely because of the growing support for initiatives aimed at reducing the number of young people attempting and completing suicide. Leading national and international suicide prevention commentators (Appleby, King & Johnson, 1996; Cantor, Turrel & Baume, 1996; Johnson & Maile, 1987; Martin, 1992a; Shneidman, 1993) agree that schools have a legitimate and responsible role to assume in the prevention of youth suicide. It would appear however, that the Tasmanian public school system does not have a youth suicide prevention program or strategy.

The present research is warranted, therefore, on the grounds that it will provide preliminary data to the Department of Education, Community and Cultural Development, the Department of Child and Adolescent Health, and tertiary training institutions, regarding the preparedness of a group of Tasmanian public school personnel to participate in suicide prevention initiatives. It is anticipated that the results of the present investigation will provide some evidence to support the introduction of school based suicide prevention programs involving school personnel in Tasmania.

Ultimately, the loss of one young life to suicide is a tragedy. The ramifications of suicide are far reaching: family, friends, teachers and the school community suffer when a young person attempts or completes suicide. The present research is concerned, therefore, with contributing practical information that could be used to help reduce the prevalence of suicidal behaviour among young people and prevent the suffering associated with suicidal acts. This research is ultimately concerned with saving young people’s lives.



1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The specific research questions this study addresses are as follows:


	How much contact have school professionals had with students who are suicidal?


	What is the perceived magnitude of youth suicide as an issue according to school professionals?


	How likely is it that school professionals will utilise the various resources available to them in the process of suicide intervention?


	How important do school professionals believe it is for school personnel to develop competency in identifying students who may be suicidal?


	How proficient do school professionals consider themselves to be at identifying students who may be suicidal?


	To what extent do school professionals currently believe existing school personnel can assist students who may be at risk of suicide?


	How proficient do school professionals consider themselves to be at intervening to help potentially suicidal students?


	What actions do school professionals perceive as appropriate for them to take with regard to students they encounter who may be suicidal?


	Where do school professionals consider they have gained their understanding of youth suicide from?


	What additional resources in the area of youth suicide intervention and prevention do school professionals consider they, the school, and the community require?






1.4 RESEARCH DESIGN

In an attempt to answer the ten research questions listed above, a research design was developed based on the work of Gostelow (1990). Gostelow administered a closed response questionnaire to the principal, the assistant principal, the school nurse, the guidance officer, and three teaching staff from every government senior high school in Western Australia, to obtain data on their understanding, perceptions and experience with adolescent suicide. A similar questionnaire was developed within the context of the Tasmanian education system, and administered in the present study to a sample of primary, secondary, and senior secondary school principals, assistant principals, teachers, school nurses, district support staff, guidance officers, and social workers from one metropolitan community in Tasmania.

The pilot questionnaire in the present study also incorporated a format used by the two United States researchers, Schepp and Biocca (1991). These researchers asked school personnel their views on adolescent suicide using open and closed response questions. A similar open response section was included in the pilot survey of the present study and yielded qualitative data that provides a unique insight into school professionals’ thoughts, actions, personal experiences, and desires for additional resources and training. Although the open response section was removed from the final version of the questionnaire, the qualitative data acquired in the pilot survey provides supplementary data to the purely quantitative data obtained in the major survey of the study.



1.5 DEFINITIONS

A number of terms key terms are defined below. Section 1.5.1 will define terms used frequently in the study concerning youth suicide and suicide prevention. Section 1.5.2 will define terms used in the study questionnaire related specifically to the organisation of the Tasmanian education system.



1.5.1 SUICIDE NOMENCLATURE


Suicidal Behaviour

A major problem with research into the extent and causes of suicidal behaviour is the absence of a standardised nomenclature. Consequently, defining suicidal behaviour is not a straightforward procedure. For the purposes of the present study suicidal behaviour will be defined as the continuum of thoughts and actions comprising completed suicide, attempted suicide, and suicide ideation (Gostelow, 1990). Each of these terms will be defined below.



Completed Suicide

All definitions of completed suicide have in common the notion that the individual involved intended to end their own life. Durkheim (1897/1970), defines suicide as “every case of death resulting directly or indirectly from a positive or










Attempted Suicide




Suicide Ideation




Suicide Prevention




Suicide Intervention





1.5.2 QUESTIONNAIRE NOMENCLATURE


School Position




School Level




Perceived Socio-Economic Status of the School Area




School Experience




Pre-service Training
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