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Members of the Evanston Township High School (ETHS) community have disputed over the
presence of police officers in schools (school resource officers), since the summer of racial
unrest that the United States experienced two years ago, following the murder of George Floyd
in Minneapolis. While some Evanston residents claim that school resource officers (SROs)
disproportionately discipline students of color which perpetuates the school-to-prison pipeline,
the police department and ETHS leadership remain steadfast in their support of SROs for safety
purposes.

Officer Loyce Spells, one of the two ETHS resource officers, strongly favors keeping the police
presence. He believes that he has formed positive relationships with students. To him, SROs are
not a problem in the Evanston community, even if other towns have experienced troublesome
incidents.

“There are bad teachers, there are bad physicians and we shouldn't dare take the position that we
should hold people accountable in our respective community for what someone else did
elsewhere,” Spells said.

Spells said he strives to create a welcoming environment and emphasized that he has formed
positive relationships with ETHS students throughout his career.

Spells has known many ETHS students since they were a very young age when they took tours
of the police department or participated in the youth citizen police academy, a program he
founded and managed. An Evanston resident, he has also gotten to know a lot of students
through his children.

“The fact that I've been around here for 23 years means that you get to know people,” Spells
said. “I guess it’s not fair to say it's my mere presence here for 23 years but it's my involvement
in the community.”

Interim Police Chief Richard Eddington agrees that SROs are “adjunct faculty,” non-threatening
figures in school hallways. He laments the stereotypes often used to criticize them. “Evanston
has a unique desire to drag national problems into this town,” he said.

While Spells and Eddington acknowledge that the school-to-prison pipeline is a relevant and
urgent issue elsewhere, they see Evanston as a progressive town that does not face such issues.

A report by the James B. Moran Center, a non-profit organization dedicated to eliminating the
school-to-prison pipeline, found that 77% of the 30 arrests made at ETHS between January 2017



and December 2019 were black students, even though they only make up 25% of the student
population.
Arguing that SROs should be removed from ETHS, Patrick Keenan-Devlin, a juvenile justice
attorney who directs the Moran Center, believes that the mere presence of the officers is
detrimental.

“I think it is harmful when children are in the hallways and they see a police officer with a gun
and a badge and a bulletproof vest walking through the halls,” Keenan-Devlin said. “I think that
very image is harmful, particularly to children of color in our country.”

The Moran Center wants to see the safety precautions put in place by SROs replaced by a robust
mental health team including counselors, psychologists and any other professionals who are
well-equipped to deal with students in crises.

Following the murder of George Floyd, then-ETHS superintedent Eric Witherspoon introduced
the topic of SROs in a virtual school board meeting for District 202, Evanston’s high school
district, on July 13, 2020. He wanted to distinguish ETHS from other schools by emphasizing
that SROs are actually an asset to the school culture.Witherspoon and ETHS principal Marcus
Campbell assured the board that SROs do not contribute to systemic racism at ETHS.

“SROs don’t patrol the hallways or cafeterias, they help develop positive relationships with
kids, attend school events, don’t manage student behavior, and are involved in restorative
justice,” Campbell said.

The Moran Center’s vision for restorative justice at ETHS does not include any help from SROs
or law enforcement. The organization envisions a multi-tiered approach that includes; ongoing
training for students, teachers and community members, community-building, restorative justice
classes and leaders and community-oriented peace and crises conversations.

Keenan-Devlin believes that the mere existence of SROs on school property is a symbol of
danger. Rather than signaling safety, he said, their presence is “actually communicating that
we're not safe and that we need an armed police officer to make us safe.”

A week and a half after the July 13 meeting, a group called Evanston Fight for Black Lives
launched an initiative called Evanston Alumni 4 Abolition. The organization’s mission: “We
demand that ETHS remove all ties with the Evanston Police Department, remove all SROs from
the school premises, dismantle the Public Safety Department, and seek out restorative practices
instead of criminal ones.”

While implementing a mental health team may avoid the harm that is caused by disciplinary
action from law enforcement in schools, ETHS must still consider the physical safety of students
in the era of mass school shootings. Tom Curtin, a police officer who has worked for the



Evanston police department for the last 20 years, believes that calls to defund the police, or
remove them from ETHS entirely, is premature —and would leave some community members
vulnerable.
“While it’s easy to say ‘Defund the police’ when you are wealthy and have access to mental
health professionals and other resources, there are people in poor neighborhoods in Evanston that
have no other options but to call the police in a crisis,” Curtin said.

This is not to say that only white, wealthy families at ETHS are calling for the removal of
SROs. Keenan-Devlin, who is white, said that he has spoken with families of all races and
ethnicities who oppose SROs on campus. At the same time, Spells said that most ETHS students
and recent graduates he spoke with during protests in 2020 never had an interaction with him or
the other ETHS SRO, Tanya Jenkins. Yet they were still fighting for their removal.

“This is not rational. It's irrational to think that we should hold the officers responsible in
Evanston, Illinois, for what officers are doing in other communities and municipalities,” Spells
said. “There is wrongdoing going on in communities, with their police departments and in
schools all over the country. I'm not saying that that's not the case. What I'm saying is that it’s not
happening here.”

Both Spells and Eddington’s emphasized the progressive nature of Evanston’s police department.
According to Witherspoon and Campbell, Evanston’s SROs use a community policing approach
while on duty at ETHS as opposed to using excessive disciplinary action.

“We understand the harm that's been caused in places where officers are not a good fit for certain
schools,” Spells said. “If we have those things happening here in Evanston, we wouldn't need
citizens to demand for us to remove options. We would do it already.”


