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PANDEMIC: LESSONS FOR SCHOOLS ABOUT THE DANGERS 

OF THE CORONAVIRUS 

For a discussion of these and other legal issues, please visit our website at www.mhtl.com. To 

receive legal updates via e-mail, contact information@mhtl.com. 

 

On February 1, 2020, a university student from Boston became the eighth person in the 

United States to be diagnosed with the coronavirus, and the first on the East Coast. This student 

had recently returned from Wuhan, China, the epicenter of the pandemic. Since then, scarcely a 

day has passed without additional coverage of the coronavirus, which has been declared a global 

public health emergency. It is still impossible to tell what the scope of the impact of the 

coronavirus will be here in Massachusetts, but even at this early date, there are some important 

reminders for administrators to consider in responding to this threat.   

 

First, the coronavirus provides a good reminder for colleges, and universities to revisit 

their emergency response plans. In addition to the coronavirus, educational institutions should 

think about how staff members are advised about interacting with students who may have come 

into contact with more common viruses such as influenza (from which more than eight thousand 

Americans have died thus far this season), and other rare viruses, such as measles (which also 

appeared in a local college student last month, and which is considered to be about between ten 

to fifteen times more contagious than the coronavirus). In addition to reminding staff and 

students that hand-washing still remains the best way to prevent the transmission of viruses 

(apart from vaccination), colleges and universities should ensure that they have a crisis 

management team prepared to handle community messaging in the event of an outbreak on 

campus. Social media post sowing chaos and concern among the campus community can run 

rampant during an outbreak, and it is important that colleges develop plans to address such 

communication crises before they occur. 

 

Secondly, colleges and universities need to be thinking about an associated outbreak of 

the coronavirus: discrimination. Both Federal (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act) and 

Massachusetts (G. L. c. 76, § 5, among others) laws provide protections for students against 

discrimination on the basis of race, color, and national origin. Yet, students of Asian ancestry 

have been reporting an uptick of discrimination based on anti-Chinese sentiment related to the 

coronavirus across the United States. This has resulted in fallout not only for students of Chinese 

descent, but also, any students who may be perceived by their classmates as having Chinese 

ancestry.  

 

School-based racism has been in the news a lot lately. For example, last week a 

community meeting set up to address racist social media posts by students of a Michigan high 

school made headlines when one parent yelled “why didn’t you stay in Mexico?” to another 
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parent, who had been discussing how his son had been impacted by racist taunts by fellow 

students. With news of racism and hate crimes on the rise, it is more important than ever for all 

colleges and universities that receive federal funds to ensure that they have (1) identified and 

trained their Title VI Coordinators; (2) put strong, legally compliant non-discrimination policies 

and grievance procedures in place; and (3) continually messaged to their students that our 

schools are a safe place for all students and discrimination based on race, color, and national 

origin (among other categories protected by state and federal law) will not be tolerated. Colleges 

and universities with questions about their policies are encouraged to call the lawyer assigned to 

their account.      
 

 

If you have any questions about this issue, please contact Elizabeth Sherwood or the attorney 

responsible for your account, or call (617) 479-5000. 

  

This alert is for informational purposes only and may be considered advertising.  It does not 

constitute the rendering of legal, tax or professional advice or services.  You should seek specific 

detailed legal advice prior to taking any definitive actions.  
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