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Introduction

There is nothing as heartbreaking as a child taking their own life.
Prevention of suicide in children is one of the most urgent challenges with
which Japan must now engage, and the implementation of education which
contributes to measures to address suicide among elementary, junior high,
and high school students are specifically emphasized in legislation to
partially revise the Basic Act on Suicide Prevention, which was enacted
and enforced last year, and also in the new framework of measures to
discourage suicide which have been formulated in the light of this.

1. What is education which contributes to measures to discourage
suicide for school children?

At this point we must ask what exactly constitutes education to contribute
to measures to discourage suicide for school children. The new framework
of measures to discourage suicide includes: 1) Education which imparts a
genuine sense of the preciousness of life; 2) Education to equip school
children with the tools to deal with various difficulties and stresses which
they will potentially encounter in society (Education on how to send out
SOS signals); 3) Education on maintenance of mental health; and 4)
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Increases in effective factors to encourage school children to live. Feelings
of self-approval, trusting interpersonal connections and the capacity for
crisis avoidance are some of the factors indicated as effective factors in
encouraging school children to live within this framework.

This essay mainly concerns itself with 2), so-called “education on how
to send out SOS signals,” which constitutes suicide prevention education in
the narrow sense of its meaning.

2. Education to prevent suicide for school children
(1) Significance of education to prevent suicide for school children

Education to prevent suicide for school children is comprised of the
elements of encouragement towards early awareness of issues and a stance
of willingness to be of assistance (Takahashi, 2014). If school age children
acquire the knowledge that everybody faces the possibility that they will
encounter various types of difficulties in their lives and find themselves in
crisis situations, the awareness of the potential to seek help in order to
resolve such difficulties and situations from those in their immediate sphere
should they arise, and knowledge of the existence of local consulting
bodies, these will all feed into the prevention of suicide during childhood.
This will also facilitate the maintenance of mental and physical health
when school children thus equipped are directly confronted with some sort
of difficulty in their subsequent life. In this sense, education for the
prevention of suicide among school children is positioned as “Creating the
foundation for lifelong mental health.” The acquisition of accurate
knowledge by school children also allows them to take heed of crises
affecting their close acquaintances, and thus to play the roles of
gatekeepers to connect to trustworthy adults. This is another of the intended
goals of education to prevent suicide. Oftentimes the persons in whom an
anxious schoolchild will choose to confide after they have entered puberty
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are close acquaintances, and this signifies the fact that it is difficult to
protect the lives of children without the lending hand of other school
children.

(2) Actual status of education to prevent suicide for school children

Education to prevent suicide for school children has been deployed in
various forms for the last several years throughout Japan. I will introduce
one example of the development process for a program in which I myself
was involved (Kubota, 2016).

1) Development of teaching materials
In City A, the municipal department responsible for measures to
discourage suicide outsourced development of teaching materials to a
society of certified clinical psychologists. They formulated leaflets
comprising six pages each of teaching materials to be used in suicide
prevention targeting from upper grades of elementary school students to
high school students. Their content attempted to get across the three
messages that: “Everyone experiences times of suffering,” “However
tough this might be, it will end,” and “Know you can confide in and
consult with somebody.” The content comprised: (1) Checking on
students “Internal strife levels” in order to become aware of their own
mental states and the means to deal with these; (2) Ways to listen to
what their friends are talking; (3) Ways to react when they hear serious
concerns from their friends; and (4) Consulting bodies that school age
children can use.

2) Class programs in practice
Takahashi (2014) alludes to consensus building among concerned
persons, appropriate approaches, and screening and follow-up for
high-risk school children as preconditions for measures to discourage
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suicide among school children. Sharma (2016) provides the example of
a class held for junior high school students based on these
preconditions.

It is effective to conduct consensus building by means of training
sessions for teachers, meetings with school year teachers and school
counselors (SCs), then conduct preliminary questionnaire surveys and
become intimately acquainted with the day-to-day demeanor of
students, and hold team teaching sessions involving the homeroom
teachers, who are closest to the children, and SCs, as experts in the
mental status of children.
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Class programs in practice (Sharma, 2016)
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1. Presentation of results of
preliminary questionnaire
survey

From the preliminary questionnaire, present the extent of the presence
of: “Children who at times do not want to go to school,” “Children
who have suffered mental distress to the extent that they have wanted
to die”

= Realize that everyone experiences times of suffering (learn the real

status of the class)

2. Affirm learning guides

“Let’s learn about what we should do when we are suffering inside”

3. Check internal levels of strife

Distribute a leaflet and have everyone complete this themselves
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4. Introduce various
strategies to combat
internal strife

Present the results of the preliminary survey “What are your strategies
to combat internal strife?”

=1t is most important to find strategies to combat internal strife suited
to you

“When you are suffering inside, will you consult with somebody?”;
“Who will that be?”

=Learn that when you are suffering consulting and talking with
friends are strategies for combating internal strife

=Understand the merits of consulting with somebody

5. Learn the Three messages

Page three of the leaflet = Recounting of personal experiences by
teachers (Experiences of internal strife)

6. Learn how to listen to
what people are talking

Page four of the leaflet =The keys for listening to what a person is
talking

(Children complete roleplays together after model example where
teachers speak/SCs listen)

7. How to respond when you
have been confided in to the
effect that “I am suffering so
much I want disabpear”

Page four of the leaflet = Confide in a trustworthy adult

8. Get to know persons and the
help desk you can consult with|

Page six of the leaflet = Explanation of specific places for consultation

9. Summary

Record and collect impressions (post program questionnaire survey)
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3. In the context of comprehensive mental health education

Various preventative educational activities are being practiced at schools
today. At most junior high schools, anti-drug abuse and sex education is
held. Meanwhile, social skills training, structured group encounters and
stress management education to nurture interpersonal connections and
foster communications skills of school children is gaining scope.
Nevertheless, there are very few examples of preventative education—in
what might be thought of as the narrow meaning of the term—or of
education to nurture interpersonal connections being implemented in a
structured way. Even if the seriousness of the dangers of drugs and the
harm caused by bullying is explained to children with low self-esteem and
difficulties with impulse control, it does not easily resonate with them as
the support from their immediate sphere is lacking. Even if they are aware
of the dangers, it is not easy for them to refuse invitations from friends who
talk to them. Prevention of theses problem behaviors is presumed firstly on
their awareness of the support available from their immediate sphere,
embracing their own self-worth, controlling their impulses, and acquiring
the skills to deal with others. After these are achieved, it is desirable that
they acquire the knowledge and skills to prevent specific issues, with
systematic implementation from elementary school of comprehensive
mental health education. Through this, it can be anticipated that lifelong
well-being grounded in mental and physical health and not limited to
prevention of these issues could be realized.
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Social skills (making relationships with others, respecting oneself and others, and problem solving)

A

Learning to

increase Stress management (becoming aware of and controlling one’s own stress levels)

basic skills
for dealing

A

with others Sense of self-esteem (accepting one’s self as one is)

A

Social support (awareness of being supported and approved of by those in one’s immediate sphere)

Figure 1. Conceptual visualization of comprehensive mental health education
(Kubota, 2013)
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