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Palo Alto Teen's suicide leaves Paly community coping

Online

with unthinkable loss for second time in 13
months

by Rachel Metz

Benjamin Tachibana's freshman school photo in the
Paly yearbook eerily appears opposite the page
published in memory of classmate Steven Wertheimer,
who took his life last October by throwing himself in
front of a train.

Tachibana, 15, who appears bright-eyed and youthful
in his yearbook photo, headed for the train tracks
Friday night as his peers and their parents jubilantly
cheered on the football team at the first-ever night
game on Palo Alto High School's Hod Ray Field.

Just a few hundred yards from the Churchill Avenue
crossing where Wertheimer killed himself that Monday
morning, an engineer driving southbound Train No. 86
at 7:45 p.m. saw Tachibana's silhouette in the darkness
and attempted to slow down, blowing the horn and
flashing lights in warning.

Tachibana didn't heed the signals.

Gunn teen was smart, gentle, sweet, parents recall

Junior JP Blanchard left behind
a lifetime of good memories
by Jay Thorwaldson

urrounded by a score of com-
forting_relatives, Jean-Paul
“JP” “Blanchard’s parents
looked back on the life of their son
late Wednesday afternoon with
some sweet memories of his life
— a shield against thinking of his

death Tuesday morning,

“The kids had it ight " his mother,
Kathleen Blanchard, said of com:
‘ments and online postings about her
I7-year-old son, known universally
as “JP” to friends and fellow Gunn
High School students.

“He was
smart, funny,
had a great
sense of hu-

citing a sen-
sitive  con-
sideration
for others, a
love of ani-
mals and an

Jean-Paul “JP"
Blanchard

ability to play musical instruments,
sports and games well. He had an
artistic talent and wrote well, she
said.

She and JP's father, Jean-Marc
Blanchard, sat in their backyard in
their south Palo Alto home, on a
cool and breezy day, and recalled
their memories of their son, occa-
sionally pausing to choke back emo-
tions.

About 20 relatives, from a grand-
mother to uncles and cousins, cir-

culated in the house, a comforting
presence during an unthinkable
time, the parents said.

‘The family moved to Palo Alto in
2003, from Burwyn, Pa., a suburb
of Philadelphia, because both par-
ents got new jobs, they recounted.
Kathleen is an attorney for Genen-
tech and Jean-Marc is a professor
of international relations at San
Francisco State University, residing

(continued on page 8)

Finding solace

£

Gunn High School students Ruth Crystal and Claire Reyes (center) hug one another while at a West Meadow Drive memorial to classmate JP
Blanchard, who was killed by a commuter train Tuesday morning. (See article on page 5.)
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High-speed-
rail official
pushes back

Rod Diridon urges local
communities to be patient
by Jay Thorwaldson

od Diridon, a leading pro-
ponent of high-speed rail in
California, this week urged
Peninsula communities to be pa-
tient and said that key decisions for
the Peninsula have yet to be made.

Diridon, a member of the Board
of Directors of the California High
Speed Rail Authority, acknowledged
he has blamed a relative handful of
residents and city officials in rich
communities with seeking to block
or alter an entire $40 billion system.

He said facts are needed based on
studies to counter the “half-truths
and scare tactics that are guiding
the project now.”

One half-truth, he said, is that
the decision has been made to el-
evate the tracks, creating what crit-
ics claim would be a “Berlin Wall”
through Mountain View, Palo Alto,
Menlo Park and Atherton. The deci-
sion has not been made, he said, and
thus, “the real issue isn’t tunneling,”
he told the Weekly.
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Gunn High student dies by suicide

Principal to parents: 'Listen, talk and answer questions honestly'
by Elena Kadvany / Palo Alto Weekly

Editor's note: Resources for any person who
is feeling depressed, troubled or suicidal are listed at the bottom of this article.

Gunn High School Principal Kathie Laurence, in an email to school families Tuesday
afternoon, is urging parents to talk openly with their children and to reach out for help if
needed following the death by suicide of a senior in his home on Tuesday.

Staff informed students who were still on campus for the last period of the day in person,
Laurence said, and the school's crisis intervention team was available to students
throughout the afternoon. The team, made up of mental health professionals, will "continue
to be available for our students, teachers, and parents in the coming days," Laurence
wrote.

Grief counselors, mental health therapists and psychologists will also be available to
support children and teachers at the schools that the student's siblings attend,
Superintendent Max McGee wrote in a message to Palo Alto Unified parents and staff
Tuesday afternoon.

It's "imperative," he wrote, "for all of us to be vigilant and keep a close eye on our children
and that our older students look after one another."

Laurence, who is in her first semester as the school's principal, also encouraged parents to
talk "honestly" with their children and to reach out to the school, including its wellness
center, with any questions or concerns.

"As a parent, I encourage you to listen, talk and answer questions honestly as your child
processes this event and its impact," Laurence wrote. "If you notice any concerning
changes in your student's behavior or emotional state, please contact a counselor or
trusted faculty member.
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Internal changes, efforts

e Created written suicide policy to guide our company's coverage of deaths by suicide.
The policy evolved and became more tightly restrictive as the 2009-10 cluster
developed.

e Observation of World Health Organization and AFSP guidelines for reporting on
suicide

e Developed resource pages, which were later updated and expanded in collaboration
with local mental health professionals and parent-advocates

e Started practice of including an editor's note at the top of stories, pointing readers to
resources

e Careful comment moderation online

e Educating new staff members about responsible coverage



https://www.paloaltoonline.com/news/2017/05/05/resources-how-to-help-those-in-crisis
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Beyond
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When a teen is in a mental health crisis,
what'’s working — and what isn't
Story by Elena Kadvany
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