Lesson Plan 6.2

Social Construction of Suicide
Aim

To understand the role of coroners’ definitions in the social construction of suicide statistics

Preparation

Print copies of Scenarios, Coroner 1 briefing and Coroner 2 briefing (Handouts 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3). 
Teachers should be sensitive to the fact that members of the class may have been close to someone who committed suicide, so this activity should be approached with some care.

Activity

Divide the students into groups of about 4 or 5. 

1. Give each group a copy of the five death scenarios, and ask each group to reach a verdict on each case as either ‘open’ (uncertain),  ‘misadventure’ (accident) or ‘suicide’, and do their best to reach a unanimous verdict. They should record the reasons why they reached the verdicts they did.

2. Repeat the activity above, but this time each group should be given a copy of either coroner 1 or coroner 2 briefing, and they should reappraise their previous verdicts adopting the stance of their particular coroner. Once again they should aim to reach a unanimous verdict, and record their reasons.

3. Repeat the activity again, but this time in the role of the other coroner.

4. Teacher should then record the verdicts on the board or OHT, using a chart something like that shown below:

	
	Coroner 1
	Coroner 2

	Case Number
	Group A verdicts
	Group B verdicts
	Group A verdicts 
	Group B verdicts

	1
	
	
	
	

	2
	
	
	
	

	3
	
	
	
	

	4
	
	
	
	

	5
	
	
	
	


Debriefing

Teacher-led discussion on any inconsistencies in verdicts shown between groups, or between coroners, and exploring any difficulties in reaching unanimous verdicts. The teacher should explore what the exercise tells us about the accuracy of the official suicide statistics as a true record of the number of suicides. The teacher might also explore the ways the dead can influence how the living interpret their deaths, e.g. by leaving or not leaving suicide notes and what the notes say; the circumstances of the death being constructed to look like an accident or a murder, a ‘cry for help’ that went wrong or an appeal for forgiveness; by blaming someone else, or blaming the suicide victim alone, and so on.

This lesson should provide a solid basis for a further lesson on the interpretivist approach and the social construction of suicide, and the work of Douglas, Atkinson and Taylor.
