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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
DISTRICT OF MASSACHUSETTS

SHAMAR HALL, and
GIOVANNI MCLAUGHLIN,

V.

NICHOLS COLLEGE,

Plaintiffs,

Defendant.

Docket No.

D N e N N N N e

COMPLAINT AND JURY DEMAND

INTRODUCTION

Defendant Nichols College (“Nichols™), a federally funded institution based in Dudley,
Massachusetts, discriminated against Plaintiffs Shamar Hall (“Mr. Hall”’) and Giovanni
McLaughlin (“Mr. McLaughlin”), Black students with no disciplinary records, based on
their race and color when it targeted, investigated, and severely punished them for an off-
campus incident that occurred in October 2023, while failing to investigate, much less
discipline, the white students who instigated the incident and assaulted Plaintiffs.

At the time of the events giving rise to this Complaint, Plaintiffs were seniors at Nichols
majoring in business. They were dedicated students, leaders in the Nichols community,
and former student-athletes who had played for Nichols’ football and rugby teams.

In the early morning hours of October 29, 2023, Plaintiffs were involved in a physical
incident with other Nichols students at an off-campus party. The incident involved
members of the hockey team (all of whom are white) and members of the football team

(all of whom are Black).
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4. This incident was instigated by an intoxicated white male student who punched a female
student of color in the face. That action snowballed into a larger fight between many
students, during which Plaintiffs were assaulted by white male students and forced to act
in defense of themselves and others. This sequence of events underscores the racialized
nature of the altercation—a dynamic further compounded by Defendant’s disparate
treatment of the students of color.

5. Nichols’ administrators investigated the incident. The administrators then immediately
issued interim suspensions to most, if not all, of the students of color involved in the
incident, including Plaintiffs.

6. Upon information and belief, Nichols failed to issue interim suspensions to any of the
white students involved in the incident. This disparate action was taken even though
administrators learned from the Dudley Police Department (“DPD”) that the incident was
triggered by a white male student assaulting a female student of color at the party.

7. By suspending only the students of color and failing to issue interim sanctions to the white
students involved in the incident, Nichols violated state and federal law. This disparate
treatment also violated Nichols’ own policies, which guarantee a nondiscriminatory
school environment and an ‘“equitable [student conduct] process free from
discrimination” on the basis of race and color.

8. Nichols further violated state and federal anti-discrimination laws, and breached its own
policies and procedures, by conducting racially biased, one-sided, and pre-determined

investigations and disciplinary processes against Plaintiffs. Nichols removed both

"'Nichols, Student Code of Conduct, Policies and Procedures, 2023-2024, at 9, 13, available at:
https://www.nichols.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/2023-2024-Student-Code-of-Conduct.pdf.
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Plaintiffs from campus as it expelled Mr. Hall and issued a deferred suspension against
Mr. McLaughlin, all on the eve of their graduations.
Not only did Nichols discriminate against Plaintiffs based on their race and color in the
disciplinary process, but it also failed to protect them from hateful and racist attacks on
Yik Yak, a school-based social media site. Nichols neither investigated nor took any
meaningful action to remove the vile commentary, which included racially derogatory
language such as “thugs” and imagery associating the Black students involved in the
incident with Black men in prison attire. Nichols’ inaction and failure to intervene
compounded Plaintiffs’ trauma, reinforced stigma, and allowed a racially hostile
environment to persist unchecked.
Nichols’ unlawful conduct constitutes discrimination against Plaintiffs based on their
race and color, in violation of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (“Title VI”); the
Civil Rights Act of 1866; the Massachusetts Equal Rights Act; and Nichols’ contractual
obligations under its own policies and the covenant of good faith and fair dealing.
Plaintiffs have suffered significant damages due to Nichols’ unlawful actions, including
loss of their education, loss of employment opportunities, dignitary and reputational
damage, and emotional distress.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE
This action arises out of violations of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 U.S.C.
§ 2000d et seq.; the Civil Rights Act of 1866, 42 U.S.C. § 1981; the Massachusetts
Equal Rights Act, G.L. c. 93 § 102; and common law.
This Court has jurisdiction over these claims pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1331 and 28
U.S.C. § 1367.

The conduct giving rise to these claims occurred at Nichols, a federally funded private
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college located in Worcester County, Massachusetts. Accordingly, venue is proper in
this Court.
PARTIES

Mr. Hall resides in Roxbury, Massachusetts. At all times relevant to this Complaint, he
was a student at Nichols.
Mr. McLaughlin resides in Roxbury, Massachusetts. At all times relevant to this
Complaint, he was a student at Nichols.
Nichols is a federally funded private college located in Dudley, Massachusetts.

STATEMENT OF FACTS

Plaintiffs’ Backgrounds

Mr. Hall is a 24-year-old political science student at the University of Massachusetts
Boston. He is expected to graduate with his bachelor’s degree in May 2027, and he
works full-time to support his education.

At the time of the events giving rise to this Complaint, Mr. Hall was in his senior year
at Nichols. While at Nichols, Mr. Hall was pursuing a business degree with
concentrations in finance and accounting.

Mr. Hall was recruited for the Nichols football team as a high school student and played
for that team during his freshman and sophomore years at Nichols. After his sophomore
year, Mr. Hall left the team to focus on academics and other aspects of his college
experience.

Mr. Hall also worked throughout much of his college career. He worked for an HVAC
company during summer breaks, and as a student dispatcher for the Nichols campus
police during his junior year.

Mr. Hall did not have any disciplinary issues at Nichols prior to the events giving rise
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to this Complaint.

Mr. McLaughlin is a 24-year-old student at the Community College of Rhode Island
enrolled in the communication, media, and film program. He is currently completing an
internship with the College of the Holy Cross’s media department, which will serve as
the capstone project for his associate’s degree. He expects to graduate in the coming
year.

At the time of the events giving rise to this Complaint, Mr. McLaughlin was in his senior
year at Nichols. While at Nichols, Mr. McLaughlin was pursuing a business degree,
with concentrations in management, finance, and media.

Mr. McLaughlin was a very active member of the Nichols community. He worked at
the Nichols library, was recruited for and played on the Nichols football team, joined
the Nichols rugby team, and was a member of the Nichols Real Estate Club.

Mr. McLaughlin did not have any disciplinary issues at Nichols prior to the events
giving rise to this Complaint.

In their sophomore years, Plaintiffs were members of the Nichols Men of Distinction,
“a student-founded, student-led campus organization focused on building [the]
community with leadership, equality, community, dedication and brotherhood.” The
organization is prominently featured on Nichols’ public-facing “Cultural Impact”
webpage,? where it is highlighted as an institutional asset and listed among groups

supporting women'’s leadership and diversity, equity, and inclusion.

2 Cultural Impact, Nichols College, https://www.nichols.edu/cultural-impact/.
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Nichols’ Backeround

Nichols was founded in 1815.% It is a private college and business school with over
1,200 undergraduate students and nearly 400 graduate students.*

During the 2023-2024 school year, Nichols’ student body was seventy percent (70%)
white and ten percent (10%) Black.> More recent data shows a decline in diversity with
seventy-three percent (73%) of the student body identifying as white and eight percent
(8%) as Black.®

Nichols is federally funded, with approximately ninety-eight percent (98%) of its full-
time students receiving financial aid, excluding parent loans and private loans.’

As a recipient of federal financial assistance, Nichols is subject to Title VI, 42 U.S.C. §
2000d et seq., which prohibits discrimination in any program or activity on the basis of
race, color, or national origin.

On May 19, 2025, the New England Commission of Higher Education (“NECHE”)
issued a letter to Nichols® directing it to undergo a focused evaluation in Spring 2027.
The directive requires Nichols to prepare a report addressing, among other things, its
governance structure and efforts to foster an inclusive campus environment. The need

for outside review and institutional reform underscores that issues related to race and

3 The Big Picture, Nichols College, https://www.nichols.edu/.

41d.

3 ﬁchols College, Nichols College Catalog 2023-2024, at 9, https://www.nichols.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2023/07/Nichols-Catalog-23-24-WEB.pdf (last visited April 20, 2026).
® Nichols College, U.S. News, https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/nichols-college-2197.

7 Nichols College at a Glance, Nichols College, https://www.nichols.edu/about/nichols-at-a-glance/.

8 Letter from Michaele Whelan, New England Commission of Higher Education, to Dr. Bill
Pieczynski, President, Nichols College (May 19, 2025), https://www.nichols.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2025/09/2025-April-Nichols-College-COMP.pdf.
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campus climate have been sufficiently significant to attract scrutiny beyond Plaintiffs’
experiences.
This instruction from NECHE also reflects broader concerns about campus climate as,
in 2024, Nichols identified “Campus Culture” as a strategic priority, acknowledging its
need “to address areas of concern in order to foster a more inclusive and supportive
campus environment.”’
These concerns stand in tension with Nichols’ stated commitments. The school lists
“diversity” as one of its “Institutional Core Values” in its Student Code of Conduct,'”
claiming that Nichols “respects and values individual differences and is committed to
an inclusive and welcoming environment where all can succeed and thrive.”!!
Moreover, Nichols’ Student Code of Conduct states that “[h]arassment that is based on
an individual’s protected characteristics . . . will not be tolerated,” and it defines
“discrimination” as “the unfair, unfavorable, or inequitable treatment of a person or
“class” of people based on protected characteristics.”!'? It further states that “Nichols
College is committed to fostering an environment of mutual respect among its
community.”!?

The Incident
On Saturday, October 28, 2023, over one hundred Nichols students attended a party at

a house near Nichols’ campus.

The residents of this house included members of Nichols’ football team.

?1d.

loﬁichols, supra note 1 at 5.

4.
1214. at 13.
B 1d.
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Mr. McLaughlin, who was friends with members of the football team, attended the party
with other friends, all of whom are Black.

Members of Nichols’ hockey team, all of whom are white, were also present at the party.
At approximately 1:30 AM on October 29, 2023, Mr. McLaughlin stepped outside of
the house for fresh air. At that time, Mr. Hall was driving by the house on his way back
to campus after attending his sister’s sweet sixteen celebration. Seeing Mr. McLaughlin
and other friends, Mr. Hall stopped and exited his vehicle to greet them.

Shortly thereafter, Mr. McLaughlin heard a loud commotion on the other side of the
house. He then saw one of his friends in an agitated state, and he attempted to calm that
friend down.

At that moment, Mr. McLaughlin heard a student shout, “Oh my god, he just hit her!”
In response, Mr. McLaughlin instinctively moved to protect his female friends as a
physical incident ensued.

Without warning, D.M., a white Nichols hockey player, violently struck Mr. Hall in the
left temple, prompting Mr. Hall to defend himself.

Simultaneously, Mr. McLaughlin felt a rush of air from someone swinging at him and
reacted in self-defense to block any assault. Mr. McLaughlin later identified the
assailant as T.B., another white Nichols hockey player.

At approximately 1:37 AM, DPD officers arrived in response to the incident, cleared
the crowd, and instructed students to return to their dormitories.

Following the physical attack, Mr. Hall experienced severe and regular headaches.
When the headaches persisted for several days, he sought medical assistance and was
diagnosed with a concussion. On November 20, 2023, Mr. Hall was provided with an

academic accommodation letter for this concussion.
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A Racially Biased, One-Sided, and Pre-Determined Investigation

47. On or around October 29, 2023, Nichols initiated an investigation into the incident'*
alongside the DPD’s parallel investigation.'®> From its inception, Nichols’ investigation
was racially biased, one-sided, targeted, and pre-determined.

48. This investigation involved a series of interviews about the incident, led by Hillary
Theofane, then-Dean of Student Life, and Jessica Ryan, Assistant Dean of Student
Life/Title IX Coordinator (collectively, the “Deans™).

49. In their interviews with the Deans, Plaintiffs made clear that they acted only in self-
defense. Mr. McLaughlin explained that the incident was not caused by the Black
students present, but was initiated by a white Nichols hockey player who struck a female
student of color. Plaintiffs also identified the white students who hit or attempted to hit
them during the incident. Yet, Nichols ignored and disregarded this information.

50. Mr. McLaughlin’s account was corroborated by A.M., the female student of color who
was struck by the white Nichols hockey player. On November 1, 2023, DPD officers
informed the Deans that A.M. submitted a written statement describing how the incident
began: Following a verbal exchange, P.B., a white Nichols hockey player, punched
A.M. in the face. When A.M. defended herself, P.B. threw her on the ground and
continued striking her. As the assault unfolded, A.M. yelled, “He hit me,” which

sparked the broader conflict.

14 Such an investigation is provided for by Nichols’ Student Code of Conduct, which states that
“preliminary investigations may be needed to determine violations of the code prior to notification of
violations and commencing of the Student Conduct Process.” Nichols, supra note 1, at 21.

15 The DPD interviewed only the white students involved in the incident, despite more than 100
students being present. The DPD also failed to take witness statements from Plaintiffs or any of the
other Black students who were involved in the incident.
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Despite A.M.’s report corroborating Mr. McLaughlin’s account of the incident, the
Deans told a DPD officer that they were surprised that A.M. named P.B. as the person
who assaulted her. The Deans did not follow up on this information or investigate P.B.
or the other white Nichols hockey players involved in the incident.

Instead, the Deans’ investigation focused exclusively on the Black students involved in
the incident and ignored the role that white students played in initiating and participating
in the violence. Whenever Plaintiffs provided information that contradicted the
statements of white students, they were met with doubt, while the white students’
statements went unquestioned.

For example, when Mr. Hall informed the Deans that he had not attended the party and
did not know the hockey players involved, the Deans chuckled and dismissed him. The
Deans then attempted to discredit Mr. Hall further by stating that he was wearing a
“costume” at the party shortly before Halloween and, therefore, must have been in
attendance at the party. In truth, Mr. Hall was wearing a suit because he was returning
from his sister’s sweet sixteen celebration.

Mr. McLaughlin faced similar treatment. The Deans repeatedly questioned his
recollection of the events, asking him repeatedly whether he was “sure” about particular
details.

According to representations made by the Deans, Nichols relied heavily on two videos
provided by students during the investigation, one approximately thirty-five seconds
in length, and the other under two minutes. These videos captured only fragments of
the incident, omitting key participants and the events that triggered the incident
(namely, P.B. striking A.M. in the face).

Throughout these initial interviews, the Deans insinuated that they had significant

10
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evidence against Plaintiffs, but they never produced said evidence beyond showing Mr.
McLaughlin the two aforementioned videos.

57. By focusing its investigation on Black students and ignoring or discounting the
statements made by those same students, Nichols improperly drew conclusions about
the incident along racial lines.

58. In doing so, Nichols failed to conduct a fair, unbiased, and equitable investigation
focused on fact-finding, as required by law and its own policies. Instead, it only sought
information that corroborated one side of the story—the side put forth by the white
students involved in the incident.

59. Around the same time, the DPD issued summonses for criminal charges to several of
the Black students involved in the incident, including Mr. Hall'® and Mr. McLaughlin, !’
but did not issue any summonses for criminal charges to any of the white students
involved, including P.B., who was named in A.M.’s victim statement as the instigator
of the incident.

Nichols’ Student Conduct Process and Procedures

60. Nichols subsequently began disciplinary proceedings against Plaintiffs.
61. Under Nichols’ Student Code of Conduct, Nichols students have various rights granted
to them in such proceedings, including, but not limited to:
e “The right to be presumed not responsible until determined to be in violation
of the Student Code of Conduct”;

e “The right to be heard at a Conduct Hearing”; and

16 Mr. Hall’s criminal charges were dismissed in May 2026.
17 Mr. McLaughlin’s criminal charges were dismissed in February 2026.

11
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e “The right to benefit from an equitable process free from discrimination on the
basis of race, color,” and other protected characteristics. '

If Nichols elects to invoke the use of a Conduct Board, which it does “for major
violations of the Student Code of Conduct,”!? a student “will have the opportunity to
provide information and witnesses pertaining to the incident and the alleged
violations.”?® The Conduct Board will then “consider the information and determine the
outcome using a preponderance of evidence standard.”?!
The Student Code of Conduct explicitly recognizes that an ongoing criminal
investigation may warrant delaying a conduct investigation to ensure Nichols can obtain
sufficient information, either through its own investigation or through law
enforcement.??
Additionally, a student has the right to an advisor, who may be a parent or guardian, a
member of the Nichols community, or another individual, but who may not be legal

1'23

counsel.”” This advisor may also not participate in the process and is instead there to

serve as “personal support.”?*
If a student “fails or refuses to participate in the Student Conduct Process, the process

will be conducted, and the decision made, without the [student’s] input.”?* This includes

if a student “fails to appear for a scheduled Conduct Conference, Conduct Hearing, or

18 Nichols, supra note 1, at 9.

9 1d. at 23.
20 14.

21 ﬁ
21d. at 8.
23 1d. at 23.
24 1d.

25 1d. at 21.

12
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Conduct Board.”?¢ In such an instance, the student forfeits the right to appeal.?’
Otherwise, a student does have a right to appeal the findings and outcome of a conduct
hearing when “the Student Conduct Process was not followed,” “if new and significant
information became available which could alter the original outcome,” or if “the
sanctions given were inconsistent with the Student Code of Conduct policies.”?®

After an appeal is filed, an appeal officer will review the appeal and any other pertinent
information. The appeal officer may then uphold the decision, reverse it, or refer the
matter back to a conduct administrator.?’

A student found responsible for violating the Student Code of Conduct may incur
sanctions.?° Multiple violations from a single action may result in a combination of
sanctions, and repeated violations may lead to increased sanctions.>!

“Sanctions will be proportionate to the severity of the violation and based on the
»32

student’s cumulative conduct history.

Mr. Hall’s Conduct Hearing and Punishment

Immediately after his initial interview with the Deans, Mr. Hall was placed on interim
suspension. None of the white students involved in the incident were subject to similar
disciplinary action.

On November 3, 2023, Mr. Hall emailed the Deans with questions regarding Nichols’

investigation. In response, Ms. Ryan stated in part: “As for your specific questions, your

2 1d. at 23 & 25.

27 1d.

2814, at 25.
2 1d. at 26.
301d. at 27.

3 d.
32 ﬁ

13
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opportunity to ask and answer questions will be at the Student Conduct Hearing with
panel members; which will also be your opportunity to review the documentation that
we received and still continue to receive.” This opportunity did not arise, however,
because Mr. Hall was not given an opportunity to review any of the evidence alleged
against him during his conduct hearing.

On the morning of November 17, 2023, Mr. Hall participated in his conduct hearing.
Present on behalf of Nichols were Boyd Brown, Jessica Dias, and Assistant Dean Ryan.
As permitted by the Student Code of Conduct, Mr. Hall elected to have his mother, Nyra
Hall, join him during the hearing. The Conduct Board informed Mr. Hall that his advisor
would not be allowed to speak during the hearing.

The hearing opened with the Deans asking Mr. Hall questions regarding the incident.
At this point, Mr. Hall respectfully indicated that, due to his parallel criminal charges
related to the incident, and out of fear that anything he said in the conduct hearing could
be used against him in a future criminal proceeding, he would be limiting his discussion
of the incident during the conduct hearing. Mr. Hall did, however, address other matters
during the conduct hearing, such as his lack of any prior disciplinary record and his
desire to return to campus.

The Conduct Board never informed Mr. Hall that limiting his discussion of the incident
in his conduct hearing would later be wrongly characterized as a refusal to participate
in that hearing, which would then deprive him of his right to appeal.

Throughout the hearing, the Conduct Board made several comments invoking and
implicating Mr. Hall’s race. Specifically, Assistant Dean Ryan stated, “Interestingly
enough, the only thing on your record is a COVID violation from 2020,” as if a Black

student’s lack of a disciplinary record was surprising. The panel also questioned what

14
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Mr. Hall’s family looked like, to which Mr. Hall responded, “Black, like me.” Mr.
Hall’s response prompted laughter from the faculty members present.

77. The Conduct Board also failed to present any evidence or call any witnesses against Mr.
Hall during the hearing. As a result, Nichols deprived Mr. Hall of any meaningful ability
to participate in the process by questioning, examining, or otherwise responding to the
evidence and/or witnesses against him.

78. Instead, the Conduct Board questioned Mr. Hall as though his responsibility for the
incident had already been assumed and determined, asking him why he engaged in the
alleged conduct and what he could have done differently. This approach was
inconsistent with the Student Code of Conduct, which guarantees students a
presumption of being “not responsible” unless and until a violation of the Code is
established.?

79. On November 28, 2023, Assistant Dean Ryan informed Mr. Hall of the hearing
outcome: He was expelled from Nichols. In her letter relaying this news, Assistant Dean
Ryan stated that, “[b]ased on a preponderance of the evidence standard, the Conduct
Board determined that the behavior displayed on video and eyewitness statements rose
to the level of aggravated assault.”

80. To this day, it is unclear what evidence Defendant’s Conduct Board considered to reach
that conclusion. Mr. Hall remains unaware of who the testifying eyewitnesses were, if
there were any, and what they purported to have witnessed.

81. Mr. Hall’s expulsion is particularly striking given his lack of prior disciplinary issues at

Nichols. Defendant’s Student Code of Conduct explicitly states that sanctions will be

33 Nichols, supra note 1, at 9.

15
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proportionate to a student’s cumulative conduct history. Yet here, a student with a
spotless record received the harshest possible penalty. This punishment was designed
to not only remove Mr. Hall from the Nichols community, but also to derail the
professional future Mr. Hall had worked to build.

With legal help, Mr. Hall submitted an appeal of the Conduct Board’s decision. In
support of that appeal, he provided a doctor’s note showing that he was concussed due
to D.M.’s punch to his left temple, and he provided two eyewitness letters supporting
his contention that he was assaulted, acted in self-defense, and played no role in
instigating the incident.

On December 13, 2023, Mr. Hall received Defendant’s decision summarily dismissing
his appeal. Specifically, Defendant stated: “As a result of refusing to participate in the
College’s Student Conduct Process, [Mr. Hall] has forfeited the right to appeal.”
Nichols’ justification for dismissing Mr. Hall’s appeal is belied by the facts. Mr. Hall
attended his full hearing and was transparent from the outset that, on the advice of
counsel, he would not discuss the specific details of the incident in order to protect his
rights in parallel criminal proceedings. He nevertheless answered questions and
addressed other relevant considerations, including his lack of any prior disciplinary
history. No one indicated either before or during the hearing that Mr. Hall would be
denied procedural rights or punished with a greater sanction for not affirmatively
presenting exculpatory evidence. Yet, the appeal dismissal rebuked him for his alleged
lack of participation and criticized him for subsequently providing evidence to support
his appeal—material he could only gather later, during the DPD process.

Nichols’ appeal decision further reflects that its investigation and hearing outcomes

were biased against Plaintiffs and other Black students from the outset. Without waiving

16
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its position that Mr. Hall forfeited his appeal, Nichols further concluded that the new
evidence submitted by Mr. Hall was “not credible” and did not “alter the original
outcome.” Yet, according to the appeal decision, the Conduct Board based its expulsion
decision “exclusively on the facts developed in the Nichols’ internal preliminary
investigation,” which were never presented to Mr. Hall. As reflected in the appeal
decision, the preliminary investigation repeatedly characterized the white Nichols
hockey players as ‘“defenseless victims,” despite evidence known to Nichols
administrators that a white hockey player initiated the incident by assaulting A.M., a
female student of color, and that one of the white students violently attacked Mr. Hall
before Mr. Hall acted in self-defense.

The entire disciplinary process used against Mr. Hall violated the rights guaranteed by
Defendant’s Student Code of Conduct, including the right to be presumed not
responsible, the right to be heard, the right to a preponderance of evidence standard, the
right to an appeal, and the right to benefit from an equitable hearing process free from
discrimination.

Additionally, given that Mr. Hall acted in self-defense and defense of others, and given
his lack of disciplinary record, Defendant’s sanction was disproportionate to Mr. Hall’s
actions and racially motivated.

Each of these violations was a breach of the contract between Nichols and Mr. Hall,
who was deprived of the benefits promised under that contract.

In expelling Mr. Hall, Nichols not only excluded him from its programs on the basis of
his race or color, but it also denied him the equal enjoyment of the benefits and
privileges granted to white students, including those who were involved in the same

incident but received no comparable consequences.

17
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Mr. McLaughlin’s Conduct Hearing and Punishment

Like Mr. Hall, Mr. McLaughlin was placed on interim suspension immediately after his
initial interview with the Deans. None of the white students involved in the incident
were subject to similar disciplinary action or suspension.

On November 20, 2023, Mr. McLaughlin participated in his conduct hearing, which
commenced at 2:00 PM. Present on behalf of Nichols were Boyd Brown, Jessica Dias,
and the Deans.

As permitted by Defendant’s Student Code of Conduct, Mr. McLaughlin elected to have
his mother, Marla Pinkney, join him during the hearing. The Conduct Board informed
Mr. McLaughlin that his advisor would not be allowed to speak.

Throughout the hearing, Defendant’s Conduct Board repeatedly remarked that Mr.
McLaughlin’s testimony “didn’t add up.”

Defendant’s Conduct Board also showed Mr. McLaughlin a very short video of the
incident, where Mr. McLaughlin could briefly be seen. The Conduct Board did not
provide any witnesses who directly contradicted Mr. McLaughlin’s testimony, nor did
it present Mr. McLaughlin with the statements against him that were given by white
students.

In response, Mr. McLaughlin testified that he became involved in the incident in self-
defense and defense of others. He also testified to the profound impact the incident had
on him. Mr. McLaughlin explained that seeing a white Nichols hockey player repeatedly
hit a woman of color while she was on the ground was especially distressing to him,
given his history of witnessing violence against women in his family.

Additionally, Mr. McLaughlin provided the Conduct Board with two witness statements

that corroborated his testimony regarding his involvement in the incident, along with a

18
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statement of support from his rugby coach.

97. Lastly, Mr. McLaughlin presented the Conduct Board with screenshots from Nichols’
Yik Yak feed.?* On this school-based social media site, Nichols students posted messages
demonstrating racial bias and hate speech targeted at the Black students involved in the
incident.

98. For example, students posted an image of Black men in prison attire and referred to them
as “the [D]udley Stompers,” invoking racist stereotypes that associated Plaintiffs and

Black students with incarceration.

N | Nichols

Happy break week yall

—

99. In other hateful, racialized posts, students repeatedly referred to Black students as “thugs”

34 As stated on Yik Yak’s website, “College feeds are limited to verified .edu emails.” See Yik Yak
FAQ, at https://yikyak.com/faq (last visited Apr. 18, 2026). Therefore, although the posts that Mr.
McLaughlin showed to the Conduct Board were anonymous, Nichols was on notice that members of
the school community had made those posts.

19
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and “thugsters.”

N Nichols

where those dudley thugs at

N Nichols

the dudley thugs got arrested. thank god we
are safe

N Nichols

YOU THUGS FUCKED UP THE COPS ARE
INVESTIGATING YOU FUCKIN BUMS. Have fun
in jail you thugs @&

Q13

35 Defendant’s flawed disciplinary hearing process and the Nichols’ students’ Yik Yak posts were
discriminatory and racially harmful because the call for Plaintiffs’ punishment and the presumption
of their guilt draws on longstanding myths, stereotypes, and racist ideologies that equate Blackness
with criminality. See Calvin John Smiley & David Fakunle, From “Brute” to “Thug”: The
Demonization and Criminalization of Unarmed Black Male Victims in America, 26 J. Hum. Behav.
Soc. Env’t 350 (2016) (noting “the synonymy of Blackness with criminality”),
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5004736/; see also Ta-Nehisi Coates, The Enduring
Myth of Black Criminality, YOUTUBE, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cQo-y YhExw(0&t=2s,
(“The enduring view of African Americans in this country is as a race of people who are prone to
criminality.”).
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N Nichols

Spotted a dudley thugster

100. The hateful, racialized posts further directed students to obtain the names of the Black

students involved in the incident from the DPD.
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N Nichols - 1d
They got the dudley thugs

< Dudley Police Department
16m - @

Press Release, March 7, 2024

This morning, Dudley District Court issued one of the last
criminal complaints against a defendant that was involved in
a large fight that occurred on Nichols College school
grounds on October 29th, 2023. On that early morning, at
approximately 1:37 am, officers responded to the area of
Center Road for a report of a large fight.

Upon arrival, officers found a large crowd of approximately
75-100 people. The scene was extremely chaotic, and
officers requested mutual aid from Webster Police and the
State Police. Officers were able to disperse the crowd and
located several individuals with injuries.

During the investigation, a video of the fight was discovered
and officers were able to identify the suspects. As of today,
the following individuals were arraigned for the charges
listed:

N =

Go to the Dudley police department on fb to see all
the names

1d Reply ee- T+ 10 4

OP » #1
Just didn't want to get banned for posting names

eee

1d Reply ee* T 10 ¢
On December 8, 2023, Defendant’s Conduct Board informed Mr. McLaughlin of the
hearing outcomes: He received a deferred suspension, he was banned from student
housing, and he was restricted from all facilities on campus aside from classrooms, the
library, and faculty or advisor offices. Through this restriction, Mr. McLaughlin would

be unable to eat on campus, participate in clubs, or otherwise engage in any social
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activities at Nichols.

The Conduct Board’s refusal to credit Mr. McLaughlin’s testimony—treating it as
inauthentic instead of contradictory evidence that should be weighed accordingly—
made it clear that Defendant had pre-judged the matter along racial lines: The white
students were victims, and the Black students were aggressors. This anti-Black
discrimination and bias infected the remainder of Defendant’s proceedings.
Consequently, Nichols deprived Mr. McLaughlin of multiple rights guaranteed under
the Student Code of Conduct, including the right to be presumed “not responsible,” the
right to a preponderance of evidence standard, the right to be heard, and the right to
benefit from an equitable process free from discrimination.

Each violation was a breach of the contract between Nichols and Mr. McLaughlin. The
Conduct Board’s biased investigation further deprived Mr. McLaughlin of the benefits
and privileges granted to white students, including those involved in the same incident
who received no comparable consequences.

Additionally, given that Mr. McLaughlin acted in self-defense and defense of others,
and he had no prior disciplinary issues at Nichols, the sanctions he received were
disproportionate to his actions.

Mr. McLaughlin appealed the Conduct Board’s decision. On December 21, 2023,

36 Exclusion from campus life deprives students of core educational benefits: leadership
development, peer networks, professional opportunities, social belonging, and the forms of
experiential learning recognized as central to the undergraduate experience. See Juhee Kim & Laura
Holyoke, The Contribution of Collegiate Activity Experiences on Student [L.eadership Development,

3 J. Higher Educ. Pol’y & Leadership Stud. 66, 66-81 (2022), available here:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/366885333 The Contribution of Collegiate Activity Exp
eriences_on_ Student Leadership Development (discussing that students who participated in
extracurricular organizations, clubs, or leadership training during college demonstrated higher levels
of leadership development than students without those experiences).
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however, Nichols dismissed his appeal.

Nichols’ Failure to Investigate and Address the Discriminatory Yik Yak Posts

In addition to only investigating Black students and targeting them for punishment for
the October 2023 incident, Nichols failed to take any action to investigate and address
the discriminatory, hateful, and racialized Yik Yak posts made by its students, which
exacerbated the hostile environment on Nichols’ campus.

Nichols’ Policy Against Discrimination, Harassment, and Retaliation states that it “seeks
to protect the rights of all members of the College community . . . and prohibits
discrimination and harassment on the basis of . . . race, color,” and other characteristics.>’
The policy defines “discriminatory harassment” as “conduct that degrades or shows
hostility towards an individual because of his or her protected characteristic(s) and which:
(1) has the intent or effect of unreasonably interfering with the individual’s employment
or enrollment, or (2) has the purpose or effect of creating a hostile, intimidating or
offensive working, living or learning environment.”>®

Examples of conduct that may constitute unlawful discrimination or harassment under the
policy include “offensive innuendo or derogatory words, epithets or comments
concerning or based on or motivated by a person’s protected class status,” and “a display
of . . . pictures[] or other media which create a hostile working/learning environment
239

based on or motivated by a person’s protected class status.

The policy also requires Nichols to “promptly, equitably, and thoroughly investigate all

37 Nichols College, Nichols College Policy Against Discrimination, Harassment, and Retaliation (last
revised Aug. 22, 2028), at 1, available at https://hub.nichols.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Non-
Discrimination-Policy.pdf.

B 1d. at 2.
3 1d. at 4.
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complaints of discrimination” it receives.

Yet, despite being presented with evidence that Nichols students were actively engaging
in racially discriminatory hate speech targeting Black students, Nichols made no
meaningful effort to investigate the Yik Yak posts, identify the responsible students,
require removal of the racist content, condemn the harassment, provide support to the
targeted students, discipline those involved, or block the use of Yik Yak on the school’s
Wi-Fi network.

This inaction failed to protect the rights of all members of the Nichols community,
especially Plaintiffs, from discrimination and harassment on the basis of race.
Accordingly, Nichols breached its Policy Against Discrimination, Harassment, and
Retaliation, and it denied Plaintiffs’ rights to receive the benefits and privileges of the
contract existing between Nichols and its students.

By failing to even investigate the claims of racial discrimination and harassment on Yik
Yak, Nichols also acted with deliberate indifference. With such clear evidence before it,
Nichols’ failure to respond was objectively unreasonable under the circumstances.

The Effects of Nichols’ Actions

Throughout Defendant’s investigatory and disciplinary processes, Plaintiffs
consistently voiced serious concerns about the integrity and substance of those
processes, including how they unfairly targeted the Black students involved in the
incident despite evidence that white students instigated said incident.

Nevertheless, Nichols did not meaningfully investigate, much less discipline, any of the
white students for their involvement (or incitement) in the incident. These white
students were permitted to continue their academic and athletic careers at Nichols

without delay, encumbrance, or repercussion.
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The contrast could not be starker. While the white students involved in the incident
received no discipline, Mr. Hall received the most severe sanction possible—
expulsion—and Mr. McLaughlin was exiled from campus and shut out from student life
at Nichols, banned from resume-building social activities, engagements, and
opportunities.
Accordingly, Nichols failed to provide Plaintiffs with a fair and unbiased investigatory
and disciplinary process on account of their race and color.
Furthermore, Defendant failed to protect Plaintiffs and other Black students from the
discriminatory, racialized posts being levied against them by Nichols students in the
aftermath of the incident. By failing to even investigate the offensive posts made by its
students, Nichols subjected Plaintiffs and all other Black students at Nichols to a racially
hostile and unsafe environment.
Plaintiffs have suffered and continue to suffer substantial harms and damages as a result
of Nichols’ unlawful conduct, including trauma, emotional distress, present and future
financial losses, and damage to their reputations, educations, and future careers.
COUNT ONE
Racial Discrimination
42 U.S.C. § 2000d ef seq. (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964)
Plaintiffs incorporate and reallege the allegations stated in the previous paragraphs as if
fully stated herein.
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 provides: “No person in the United States shall,
on the ground of race, color, or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be
denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity
receiving Federal financial assistance.” 42 U.S.C. § 2000d.

Title VI prohibits intentional discrimination based on race, color, or national origin,
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which includes a funding recipient’s selective enforcement of its policies and
procedures.
Nichols, a federally funded private college, selectively investigated and enforced its
disciplinary procedures in a discriminatory and racially biased manner against Black
students, while disregarding equal or more serious conduct committed by white students
against students of color in the same incident. As a result of its discriminatory and
racially biased procedures, Nichols excluded Plaintiffs from participating in its
programs and activities, and denied them the benefits of those programs and activities.
Accordingly, through the acts and omissions described above, Nichols intentionally
discriminated against Plaintiffs because of their race and color, in violation of 42 U.S.C.
§ 2000d et seq. (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964).
As a direct and proximate result of these violations, Plaintiffs have suffered and
continue to suffer monetary and non-monetary damages, including, but not limited to,
harm to their educational and career prospects, and reputational injuries.
COUNT TWO
Hostile Educational Environment
42 U.S.C. § 2000d ef seq. (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964)
Plaintiffs incorporate and reallege the allegations stated in the previous paragraphs as if
fully stated herein.
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 provides: “No person in the United States shall,
on the ground of race, color, or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be
denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity
receiving Federal financial assistance.” 42 U.S.C. § 2000d.
Title VI prohibits intentional discrimination based on race, color, or national origin,

which includes a funding-recipient’s deliberate indifference to discriminatory
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harassment based on race, color, or national origin.

As set forth above, Plaintiffs were subjected to severe, pervasive, and objectively
offensive harassment and discrimination during the October 2023 incident and in the
weeks following it, including assaults by white students, racist and offensive
commentary by Nichols students, and Nichols’ refusal to investigate and discipline the
white students who assaulted students of color and who made racist, derogatory social
media posts via school-based platforms.

The severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive harassment and discrimination
effectively denied Plaintiffs equal access to the education institution’s benefits,
resources, and opportunities.

As set forth above, Nichols was aware of the harassment and discrimination that
occurred in its programs and activities, yet it deliberately refused to take action to
protect Plaintiffs.

Accordingly, through the acts and omissions described above, Nichols intentionally
discriminated against Plaintiffs because of their race and color, in violation of 42
U.S.C. § 2000d et seq. (Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964).

As a direct and proximate result of Defendant’s violations, Plaintiffs have suffered and
continue to suffer monetary and non-monetary damages, including, but not limited to,
harm to their educational and career prospects, and reputational injury.

COUNT THREE
Breach of Contract

Plaintiffs incorporate and reallege the allegations stated in the previous paragraphs as if
fully stated herein.

Plaintiffs and Nichols entered into a contract under which Plaintiffs were entitled to
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receive their undergraduate educations and degrees upon meeting Nichols’ graduation
requirements.

The terms of this contract were set forth in Nichols’ policies, procedures, handbooks,
and other publications.

The contract required Nichols to not tolerate harassment based on an individual’s
protected characteristics, and to not tolerate discrimination of any kind, defined as the
unfair, unfavorable, or inequitable treatment of a person or class of people based on
protected characteristics.

The contract also required Nichols to grant certain rights to Plaintiffs, including the right
to be presumed not responsible until determined to be in violation of the Student Code
of Conduct, the right to a preponderance of evidence standard, the right to be heard at a
Conduct Board, the right to an appeal, and the right to benefit from an equitable process
free from discrimination on the basis of race, color, and other characteristics.
Additionally, the contract required Nichols to issue sanctions that are proportionate to
the severity of a violation and based on a student’s cumulative disciplinary history.
Nichols breached its contractual obligations to Plaintiffs by engaging in discrimination
against Plaintiffs on the basis of their race and color, and by allowing hate speech and
other forms of racial harassment to be levied against Plaintiffs by fellow students.
Nichols further breached its contract by violating Plaintiffs’ rights to be presumed not
responsible until determined to be in violation of the Student Code of Conduct, to be
heard at a Conduct Board, to be found responsible only based on a preponderance of
evidence, to an appeal process, and to benefit from equitable processes free from
discrimination on the basis of race and color.

Lastly, Nichols breached its contract by imposing sanctions on Plaintiffs that were
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disproportionate to the severity of any violation they may have committed. Plaintiffs
were punished for self-defense and had no serious prior disciplinary violations, yet they
received some of the most severe penalties possible.

As a direct and proximate result of Defendant’s violations, Plaintiffs have been
subjected to arbitrary and discriminatory discipline without the fair and unbiased
processes they are contractually entitled to, and they have suffered and continue to
suffer monetary and non-monetary damages, including, but not limited to, harm to their
educational and career prospects, reputational injuries, and emotional distress.

COUNT FOUR
Breach of the Implied Covenant of Good Faith and Fair Dealing

Plaintiffs incorporate and reallege the allegations stated in the previous paragraphs as if
fully stated herein.

Every contract contains an implied covenant of good faith and fair dealing, which
prohibits a party to the contract from acting in bad faith to destroy or injure the other
party’s right to receive the contract benefits.

Nichols breached this covenant, acting in bad faith by engaging in discriminatory
practices; violating Plaintiffs’ rights under the contract; issuing unfair and improper
sanctions to Plaintiffs; and allowing hate speech, racial harassment, and discrimination
against Plaintiffs.

These breaches destroyed Plaintiffs’ rights to receive their contract benefits as they were
exiled from Nichols: Mr. Hall was expelled, and Mr. McLaughlin was banned from
student housing and prevented from engaging in student life at Nichols.

Additionally, due to these breaches, Plaintiffs have been subjected to arbitrary and

discriminatory discipline without the fair and unbiased processes they are contractually
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entitled to.
As a direct and proximate result of Defendant’s violations, Plaintiffs have suffered and
continue to suffer monetary and non-monetary damages, including, but not limited to,
harm to their educational and career prospects, reputational injuries, and emotional
distress.
COUNT FIVE
Racial Discrimination
42 U.S. Code § 1981
Plaintiffs incorporate and reallege the allegations stated in the previous paragraphs as if
fully stated herein.
Section 1981 prohibits a private entity from denying a contracting party the right to
enjoy all of the benefits, privileges, terms, and conditions of a contract that are enjoyed
by white parties.
Nichols is a private college that entered into a contract with Plaintiffs, under which
Plaintiffs were entitled to receive their undergraduate educations and degrees upon the
completion of Nichols’ graduation requirements.
The terms of this contract were set forth in Nichols’ policies, procedures, handbooks,
and other publications.
The contract required Nichols to not tolerate harassment based on an individual’s
protected characteristics, and to not tolerate discrimination of any kind, defined as the
unfair, unfavorable, or inequitable treatment of a person or class of people based on
protected characteristics.
The contract required Nichols to grant certain rights to Plaintiffs, including the right to
be presumed not responsible until determined to be in violation of the Student Code of

Conduct, the right to a preponderance of evidence standard, the right to be heard at a

31



156.

157.

158.

159.

160.

161.

162.

Case 1:26-cv-12769 Document1l Filed 06/18/26 Page 32 of 35

Conduct Board, the right to an appeal, and the right to benefit from an equitable process
free from discrimination on the basis of race, color, and other characteristics.

The contract required Nichols to issue sanctions that are proportionate to the severity of
a violation and based on a student’s cumulative conduct history.

Nichols breached its contract with Plaintiffs by engaging in discrimination on the basis
of Plaintiffs’ race and color, and by tolerating hate speech and other forms of racial
harassment being levied against Plaintiffs by Nichols students.

Nichols further breached its contract by violating Plaintiffs’ rights to be presumed not
responsible until determined to be in violation of the Student Code of Conduct, their
rights to be heard at a Conduct Board, their rights to be found responsible only based
on a preponderance of evidence, their rights to appeal, and their rights to benefit from
equitable processes free from discrimination on the basis of race and color.

Nichols also breached its contract by imposing sanctions on Plaintiffs that were
disproportionate to the severity of any violation they may have committed. Plaintiffs
were punished for self-defense and had no prior disciplinary records, and yet they
received some of the most severe penalties possible.

Nichols did not breach its contract with white students who engaged in similar or more
egregious conduct in the same incident, as it did not discriminate against them, it
presumed them not responsible for any wrongdoing, and it did not meaningfully
investigate, discipline, or impose any sanctions against them.

Nichols’ conduct was intentional, deliberate, reckless, willful, and conducted with
disregard to Plaintiffs’ rights.

As a direct and proximate result of these violations, Plaintiffs have suffered and

continue to suffer monetary and non-monetary damages, including, but not limited to,
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harm to their educational and career prospects, reputational injuries, and emotional
distress.
COUNT SIX

Massachusetts Equal Rights Act
G.L.c.93 § 102

163. Plaintiffs repeat and reallege the allegations above as if fully set forth herein.

164. In investigating, disciplining, and imposing sanctions against Plaintiffs, Nichols
treated Plaintiffs more severely and less favorably than white students who engaged in
similar or more serious conduct.

165. Based on the totality of the circumstances, Nichols discriminated against Plaintiffs and
deprived them of contractual benefits because of their race, color, or national origin.

166. In so doing, Nichols deprived Plaintiffs of their rights to make and enforce contracts
equally, in violation of the Massachusetts Equal Rights Act.

167. As adirect and proximate result of Defendant’s violations, Plaintiffs have suffered and
continue to suffer monetary and non-monetary damages, including, but not limited to,
harm to their educational and career prospects, reputational injuries, and emotional

distress.
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WHEREFORE PLAINTIFFS REQUEST THAT THE COURT ORDER:

a. The judgment be entered for them and against Defendant;

b. That Plaintiffs be compensated for any losses they suffered as a result
of Defendant’s unlawful acts, including but not limited to harm to their
educational and career opportunities, reputations, tuition and fees,
educational expenses, and other costs associated with their transfer to
and enrollment at another educational institution;

c. That Plaintiffs be awarded an amount of money that will fairly
compensate them for the emotional and physical pain and suffering
caused by Defendant’s unlawful acts;

d. That Defendant pay Plaintiffs’ costs and attorneys’ fees resulting from
this action;

e. That Defendant pay Plaintiff interest on any judgment as provided by
law;

f. That Defendant be ordered to pay Plaintiff liquidated, multiple, and/or

punitive damages, to the extent such damages are available;

g. That Defendant be ordered to pay such relief as will make Plaintiffs
whole; and
h. That the Court order such other relief as may be just and proper.

PLAINTIFFS DEMAND A TRIAL BY JURY ON ALL ISSUES SO TRIABLE.
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Respectfully submitted,

SHAMAR HALL AND
GIOVANNI MCLAUGHLIN

By their attorneys,

/s/ Monica R. Shah

Monica R. Shah (BBO #664745)

Tess Halpern (BBO #716051)

ZALKIND DUNCAN & BERNSTEIN LLP
2 Oliver Street, Suite 200

Boston, MA 02109
mshah@zalkindlaw.com
thalpern@zalkindlaw.com

Mirian Albert (BBO #710093)
Sophia Hall (BBO #684541)
LAWYERS FOR CIVIL RIGHTS
61 Batterymarch Street, 5™ Floor
Boston, MA 02110
malbert@lawyersforcivilrights.org
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