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Lessons to Prospective International Students
About Policing of Black Men in America

How many talented, Black prospective international students opt
out of applying to U.S. universities?

By Shaun Harper

ast week, | was talking with a young man, Pinot, during my

time in another country. He told me that he really wants to visit
America, but one thing seriously frightens him: the possibility of
police officers stopping, harassing and potentially inflicting
violence on him. He asked me if these situations really happen as
often as it seems. Pinot is Black. That conversation made me
wonder how many talented, Black prospective international
students share the same fears and ultimately opt out of applying
to U.S. universities.

Yesterday, | was scrolling one of my social media timelines and
saw this CBS News video of police officers in Jacksonville, Fla.,
terrorizing William McNeil Jr. | felt my blood pressure and anxiety
rising as | watched. | had not previously seen it, but maybe Pinot
had. It is plausible that others around the world have as well.
Videos like these teach young people across the U.S. and abroad
a set of heartbreaking, inexcusable truths about crimes committed
against Black men in America.

As was the case in last week’s conversation with Pinot, | would
not be able to tell a talented young Black male prospective college
applicant from Africa, Jamaica, London, Paris or anyplace else
that what he has seen on television or social media are rare,
isolated occurrences. | would be lying. Truth is, racial profiling and
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police brutality happen far too often. As | said to Pinot, “What you
see and hear about this is not not true.” There is far too much
evidence that it remains pervasive.

Most Popular

Helping students unlearn “learned helplessness”
(opinion)

Nebraska Chancellor’s Hasty Exit Raises Questions

Calif. College of Arts to Close, Sell Campus to
Vanderbilt

| have often told a personal story to audiences comprised of
hundreds (sometimes thousands) in the U.S. that | decided
against sharing with Pinot because | did not want to deepen his
fears about what could happen to him if he ever visited America. |
am recapping the incident here.

In July 2007, | became an lvy League professor. | also purchased
my first home. | was a 31-year-old Black man with a Ph.D. Three
friends and | went out to a nightclub to celebrate my new job at
the University of Pennsylvania and my home purchase. Bars and
clubs close at 2:00 a.m. in Philadelphia. My friends and | were
hanging on a corner saying our goodbyes after the nightclub
closed. Several other nearby establishments also had just shut
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down. Hence, there were lots of people on the other three corners
and along the streets.

A cop drove past my friends and me and said something that we
did not hear because it was very crowded and noisy around us.
We were doing nothing wrong and therefore had no reason to
believe he was talking directly to the four of us. Seconds later, he
jumped out of his patrol car, put his hands on his baton and yelled
to us, “I said get off the fucking corner!” We were shocked and
scared. The situation also hurt and angered us, but we were
collectively powerless in the moment. We put our hands up and
peacefully walked away. | cried uncontrollably during my drive
home.

| mentioned that | was an Ivy League professor with a Ph.D. My
three friends also worked in higher education at the time (and still
do). They also are Black men. Each of them has a Ph.D. No one,
regardless of educational attainment, socioeconomic status or
professional accomplishments, deserves to be treated like we
were that night. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that our doctorates
and university affiliations afforded us no immunity from police
misconduct. To that cop, we were just four harassable Black men
standing on a street corner.

| wanted to tell Pinot that being stopped, undeservingly terrorized
and potentially murdered by police officers in America for no
reason would be unlikely to happen to him. But | could not. Upon
reflection, | wonder how many other young Black men from other
countries say “no, thanks” to visiting the U.S. or applying for
admission to our universities because of the fears that Pinot
articulated to me. If they saw the McNeil video and others like it
on social media, YouTube or elsewhere, they would be right to
doubt my or anyone else’s insistence that interactions with



American law enforcement agents are generally safe for citizens,
visitors or international students who are Black.

By the way, perhaps it is good that Pinot did not ask me how the
police officer who smashed McNeil's car window, punched him in
the face, threw him to the ground and attacked him was ultimately
held accountable. According to an NPR article published this
week, that cop was recently cleared of excessive force charges.
Surely | would have lost all credibility with Pinot had | attempted to
convince him that he would somehow be absolutely safe from
similar acts of police brutality as a Black man in America.

Shaun Harper is University Professor and Provost Professor of Education,
Business and Public Policy at the University of Southern California, where he
holds the Clifford and Betty Allen Chair in Urban Leadership. His most recent
book is titled Let’s Talk About DEI: Productive Disagreements About America’s
Most Polarizing Topics.

Editor's Picks

Berkeley Law Dean Urges Supreme Court to Be
‘Guardrail of Our Democracy’

NIH Approves 100s of Grant Applications It Shelved
or Denied


https://www.wusf.org/courts-law/2026-01-12/jacksonville-officer-cleared-excessive-force-punch-driver-seen-viral-video
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/business/financial-health/2025/11/12/berkeley-law-dean-urges-scotus-be-guardrail-democracy
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/business/financial-health/2025/11/12/berkeley-law-dean-urges-scotus-be-guardrail-democracy
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/research/2026/01/02/nih-approves-100s-grant-applications-it-shelved-or-denied
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/research/2026/01/02/nih-approves-100s-grant-applications-it-shelved-or-denied

