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County Public Schools, was 
killed at an apartment on 
Winburn Drive.

The team was called to 
high schools in response to 
each death. School officials 
said crisis teams counseled 
students at several schools 
that Jaleel had attended, in-
cluding Southern Middle and 
Tates Creek, Henry Clay and 
Bryan Station high schools.

In many cases, they were 
met with challenges brought 
about not only by grief but by 
the dawn of the digital age. 
Technology has changed how 
tragedy affects students and 
erased boundaries that once 
halted the spread of informa-
tion.

The “Twitterverse” is 
quick to correct errors and 
silence rumors when it comes 
to national events, but not so 
much for smaller community 
news and gossip, said Kakie 
Urch, assistant professor of 
multimedia at the University 
of Kentucky.

“Activities we used to do 
in the analog world now take 
place in the digital cloud,” she 
said. “That includes the natu-
ral social function of grieving. 
So, in the case of a death, 
some of the things that were 
whispered, true or false, over 
our Southern fence posts are 
now posted on Twitter.”

Reed-Barker said that was 
something grief counselors 
encountered. Sometimes “the 
students know more about it 
than we do,” Reed-Barker said.

News of the four deaths 
was posted on Twitter and 
Facebook within hours. Teens 
used Twitter simply to ex-
press grief and condolences. 
Others used the site to orga-
nize candlelight vigils.

“#RIPAshton #RIPSTEW-
IE #RIPJaleel #RIPmichael 
Four little Angels. God bless 
their loved ones,” a user 
named  EmilyClareee tweeted 
Sept. 25.

However, many students 
also unintentionally spread 
rumors or unverified facts 
over social media. 

For example, rumors circu-
lated quickly on Twitter that 
Stuart’s suicide was the result 
of bullying. Stuart’s father, 
Steven Shields, said he didn’t 
think his son was bullied. He 
said the family doesn’t know 
what led to Stuart’s death. 

“We have no idea, and 
that’s what’s so hard,” he said.

In Jaleel’s case, dozens 
posted “#RIPJaleel” on Twit-
ter, turning the death into a 
trending topic hours before 
Lexington police or the Fay-

ette County coroner’s office 
confirmed his death. Others 
posted “#RIPMalik,” appar-
ently thinking the victim was 
Malik Johnson, who has been 
charged in Jaleel’s killing. 

Jaleel’s friends and family 
have said Jaleel and Johnson, 
20, had an ongoing disagree-
ment. Jaleel had been in trou-
ble before but had turned his 

life around since the birth of 
his month-old son, according 
to his parents, Charles Raglin 
and Tammy Adams.

When Michael Sparks 
crashed an ATV into a truck 
at Eastland Parkway and An-
niston Drive, word spread 
quickly on Facebook that Mi-
chael’s identical twin, Mat-
thew, also was injured.

But Matthew had gotten 
off before the crash, he said. 
He had ridden with Michael 
to a neighbor’s house but de-
cided to leave early and was 
taking a bike home. 

Matthew was nearby, how-
ever; he said he heard the 
crash and rode to the scene. 
He tried to perform CPR on 
his brother, actions that have 

earned commendation from 
the Boy Scouts of America. 

Matthew spoke to the Her-
ald-Leader from his sister’s 
home in Wilmore last week, 
where he has spent much 
of his time since his twin’s 
death. As he spoke, he sol-
dered his brother’s name onto 
a wooden cross someone had 
placed near the crash site.

His sister Gina Buckler, 36, 
said the family is no stranger 
to tragedy. In 2011, their 
brother Ronnie Sparks, 28, 
was murdered in Lexington. 
Buckler said that was tough, 
but she thinks Michael’s death 
is tougher.

“I lost my brother, but this 
is different,” she said. “When 
you’re in the womb together, 
and you grow up side-by-side, 
it’s different.”

Matthew had not returned 
to school last week.

The crisis team has had to 
adjust. Rather than breaking 
news of a death to students, 
members are focusing more 
on squelching rumors and 
providing facts.

Reed-Barker said crisis 
team members had spoken 
with several students who 
had never been to a funeral.

Some students who don’t 
know how to process grief 
act out. Their grades might 
fall, or their appetites might 
change, she said. Officials say 
it’s important for students to 
talk about that.

“When students see an 
empty chair, sometimes that’s 
very hard on them,” Reed-
Barker said.
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An engraved cross at Eastland Parkway and Anniston Drive marks the site where Michael Sparks, 15, was involved in a Sept. 20 ATV accident that killed him. 
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Jaleel Raglin’s father, Charles Raglin, center, addressed more than 200 people who attended a candlelight vigil at Highland Park in 
Jaleel’s memory on Thursday, two days after the 16-year-old was shot to death at a Winburn Drive apartment.
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“When children ask why, and we can’t answer that for ourselves, then even we ask that question.  
There is no answer for that.”

Velva Reed-Barker, coordinator of the Fayette County Public Schools’ crisis team

Stuart Shields was an aver-
age 16-year-old.

The Tates Creek High 
School lacrosse mid-fielder 
was learning to play guitar, 
had lots of friends and con-
stantly sent text messages to 
girls.

He had some problems, 
such as struggling with 
schoolwork and dealing with 
rumors, but nothing that 
would have given his family 
pause to think he was at risk 
for suicide, said his father, 
Steven Shields. 

Early Sept. 20, while his 
family was sleeping, Stuart 
ended his life at his mother’s 
home, Shields said. He was 
found by his mother when she 
tried to wake him for school. 

Last week, Shields wept as 
he remembered his son’s life 

and discussed his death. He 
said he wanted to tell Stuart’s 
story in case it might help a 
teenager in a similar situation 

or inspire a parent to learn 
about suicide.

Stuart always had been 
impulsive. His suicide ap-

peared to be what experts call 
a “same-day event,” meaning 
it was spontaneous, with little 
or no planning.

“I know that if he had 
stopped and he had thought a 
little bit, he is the kind of per-
son that would have changed 
his mind,” Shields said. “But 
he wasn’t the kind of person 
that stopped and thought all 
the time.”

Shields said he didn’t think 
Stuart had intimate experience 
with death, such as the loss of 
a close friend, and might not 
have understood his actions 
were permanent. The family 
did not know what prompted 
Stuart to end his life.

“There was no indication 
whatsoever that he was de-
pressed or feeling depressed,” 
Shields said. 

A common misconception 
among parents and profes-
sionals is that suicide always 
follows a period of depres-
sion, experts say.

Generally speaking, most 

adults who commit suicide 
follow a predictable pattern 
of ups and downs, but about 
30 percent of teen suicides 
are same-day events, said Dr. 
Hatim Omar, University of 
Kentucky chief of adolescent 
medicine and founder of Stop 
Youth Suicide, a grass-roots 
movement to raise awareness 
and education.

Many people younger 
than 17 have not developed 
abstract-thinking skills and do 
not think long-term, making 
temporary problems seem in-
surmountable.

“If you want to put suicide 
in simplistic terms, you kill 
yourself when you think there’s 
no hope of a better tomorrow,” 
Omar said. “For teenagers, 
that’s very easy because they 
don’t see tomorrow much.”

Omar said there are three 
things every teenager needs 
to reduce risk behavior: a 
caring, trustworthy adult to 
speak with who is not a par-
ent, a safe place to interact 

with that adult, and an activ-
ity to keep them busy, such as 
sports or hobbies.

Parent-teen relationships 
should be as open as possible. 
Children and teens should not 
be so scared of being pun-
ished that they refuse to tell 
their parents when they’re in 
serious trouble, Omar said.

Stuart’s death already ap-
pears to have inspired people 
to take action. A group of 
students at Tates Creek High 
School was planning a peer 
group to raise suicide aware-
ness, said Velva Reed-Barker, 
guidance coordinator for 
the Fayette County Public 
Schools. 

“I thought that was very in-
spirational,” she said. “These 
kids want to help other stu-
dents.”

Reed-Barker said that if the 
group is successful, other high 
schools might follow suit.
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The ‘signs’ of suicide aren’t always there
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Finding help
There are a number of Web 
sites, hot lines and organizations 
 parents and teens may access 
to learn about suicide or to seek 
help. Here are a few of them:

Web sites
■ Fayette County Public Schools 
has posted links to several local 
and national Web sites to educate 
parents, teens and children about 
grief, suicide, and mental and 
physical health. Go to  
FCPS.net/grief.

■ Stopyouthduicide.com, the Web 
page for Dr. Hatim Omar’s grass-
roots movement, has a wealth of 
links, phone numbers and  material 
related to problems teens face, 
including suicide, substance abuse 
and pregnancy.

■ The Centers for Disease Control 
publish a yearly survey with 
 statistics on youth risk behavior. 

Access it at CDC.gov/HealthyYouth/
yrbs/index.htm and click on “Youth 
Risk Behavior Surveillance.”

Hot lines
■ University of Kentucky 
Adolescent Medicine Clinic: (859) 
323-5643

■ National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255

■ The Trevor Lifeline: 1-866-488-
7386

■ For emergencies, dial 911.

Local organizations:

■ Hospice of the Bluegrass, 2312 
Alexandria Dr., (859) 276-5344

■ The Ridge Behavioral Health 
System, 3050 Rio Dosa Dr., (859) 
269-2325

■ Stop Youth Suicide meets 
monthly at The Kentucky Clinic, 
740 S. Limestone, (859) 323-5643


