UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Dunn v. Collins

Civil Action No. 1:21-cv-02845 (CJN) - No. Civil Action No. 1:21-cv-02845 (CJN) - Decided January 6, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Columbia grants the Department of Veterans

Affairs’ motion for summary judgment in Sylvia Dunn’s employment-discrimination action. The court

holds that Dunn failed to exhaust her administrative remedies for her race-discrimination claims, most

sex-discrimination claims, and some retaliation claims. The court also concludes that her remaining

exhausted sex-discrimination and retaliation claims lack sufficient evidentiary support to proceed to a

jury.
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The Department of Veterans Affairs moved for summary judgment on
Dunn's remaining Title VII sex discrimination, race discrimination,
and retaliation claims after the Court dismissed other claims at the
pleading stage.

Summary judgment is appropriate when there is no genuine dispute as
to any material fact and the moving party is entitled to judgment as a
matter of law; the Court draws reasonable inferences in favor of the
nonmovant, but the nonmovant must present affirmative evidence to

defeat a properly supported motion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

2.

3.

Whether Dunn exhausted her administrative remedies for her Title VII race-discrimination, sex-
discrimination, and retaliation claims.

Whether Dunn presented sufficient evidence to survive summary judgment on the discrete-act sex-

discrimination claim based on the alleged reassignment of EEO responsibilities.

Whether Dunn presented sufficient evidence of materially adverse actions and causation to survive

summary judgment on her retaliation claims.

HOLDINGS

1.

Dunn failed to exhaust her Title VII race-discrimination claims because her EEO complaint did not
mention race or raise race-based discrimination.

. Dunn failed to exhaust most of her discrete sex-discrimination claims because her EEO complaint raised

sex only in connection with a hostile work environment, which is distinct from discrete discriminatory

acts.

. Dunn exhausted only the retaliation allegations identified in her amended EEO complaint; she did not

exhaust later allegations, including that defendants fabricated false claims against her.

. Summary judgment was proper on Dunn's potentially exhausted discrete sex-discrimination claim

because the claim was not pleaded in the complaint and, in any event, Dunn did not present evidence
from which a reasonable jury could find an adverse employment action or an inference of sex

discrimination.

. Dunn failed to establish a prima facie case of Title VII retaliation because she did not show that the

alleged acts were materially adverse, that some acts occurred, or that a causal link connected the acts to

her protected activity; the government's legitimate reasons also were not shown to be pretextual.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Summary judgment is appropriate only if there is ‘no genuine issue as to any material fact . . . and the

moving party is entitled to a judgment as a matter of law.’” (at 3)

“Because a hostile work environment claim and a discrete discrimination claim are ‘different in kind,’

however, “exhausting one does not exhaust the other.”” (at 5)

“To survive summary judgment on these claims, Dunn must “establish a prima facie case of retaliation by
showing (1) that [s]he engaged in statutorily protected activity; (2) that [s]he suffered a materially adverse
action by h[er] employer; and (3) that a causal link connects the two.”” (at 14)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Sylvia Dunn, an African American woman employed by the Department of Veterans Affairs, served as Director
of Resource Management. She alleged that her supervisor, Kevin Hanretta, excluded her from Human Resources
Council meetings, reduced or redirected responsibilities, and otherwise discriminated and retaliated against her.
Dunn filed an administrative EEO complaint in 2017, but the complaint primarily described sex-based hostile-
work-environment allegations and retaliation; it did not mention race and did not identify most of the discrete
acts later asserted in court.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Dunn, a Department of Veterans Affairs employee, filed an administrative EEO complaint and later sued in
federal district court asserting claims under Title VII, section 1981, the Americans with Disabilities Act, and the
Whistleblower Protection Act. The Court dismissed the section 1981 claim and dismissed the Whistleblower
Protection Act, hostile-work-environment, and ADA claims, while allowing Title VII sex discrimination, race
discrimination, and retaliation claims to proceed. After discovery, the government moved for summary
judgment, which the Court granted on exhaustion and merits grounds.
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