Getting Pepper Sprayed by the School Police
Shouldn’t Be Part of the Job as a Teacher
By Educator Barnes – July 29, 2020
I have only felt the terrible sting and discomfort of pepper spray one time, and that was when
I was teaching and coaching teachers in the high school setting. The last lunch had dismissed.
Students filed out of the cafeteria and were rowdy and noisy. The police officer followed the
students upstairs and asked them to get to class. Since they weren’t moving quickly enough,

she sprayed pepper spray into the air. That spray not only reached the students, but it also
reached staff members who were monitoring the halls like me.
I was pissed. At first, I thought maybe a fight had happened, but it hadn’t. The students were
too loud, standing in crowds in the hall, and not moving fast enough during the passing
period. Students came into my class angry and complaining about how the police officer’s
response was not fair. We were already a day behind schedule reading “A Raisin in the Sun”
by Lorraine Hansberry because our discussion was so rich that I allowed it to continue for too
long the day prior. Now, we were destined to fall further behind.
Half of my room was a classroom and the other side was an office space. There wasn’t a wall
to separate the spaces, so the students could see me as I was pacing to blow off some steam.
A student said, “Mrs. Barnes, don’t touch your eyes. It makes it worse.” The response caught
me off guard, but it shouldn’t have. These high school students already knew what not to do
when peppered sprayed by the police.
Of course, I couldn’t pretend like the situation didn’t happen. I let students vent, and I told
them I would talk to the police officer after school. There were some lively comments on what
I should tell her … to lively for this post. After I reminded students of the type of language we
should use, we got back to reading Hansberry.
After school, the police officer appeared annoyed that I followed up with her. I expressed how
the spray got to me as well as the students. She said, “The students should have complied.”
This is why there has to be a conversation about the role of school police officers in schools.
Would a police officer in the suburbs spray the hallway with pepper spray during the passing
period to get students to move along? I think not. During my career, I have seen students put
into handcuffs and into cop cars. I have had the police come to my classroom to get a
student. Not because I called them, but because the police were following up on a situation
that happened prior to my class.
When I think about my own sons, I don’t want the police to be the armed muscle of teachers
to get my children under control. If I don’t want that for my children, I certainly don’t want
that for my students. My current school does not have a police officer on campus, and I feel
good about that. A recent Chalkbeat article summarized various studies on school police. The
closing paragraph caught my attention.

A recent study found that police in predominantly Black schools were more likely to view
students in those schools as a threat. “These findings help explain how SROs’ perceptions might
expose students of color to more frequent and intense police interactions,” the researchers
concluded.
Being an educator is tough enough. Educators don’t need the extra emotional trauma of
seeing students hauled away by police or even getting caught up in pepper spray by the
police. If people are insisting that school resource officers are necessary, then I wonder if we
are operating schools or mini prisons.

