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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Idaho grants Kootenai Hospital District’s motion
for summary judgment in Claudia Sanders’s employment-related action. The court rejects Sanders’s
First Amendment and Idaho public-policy claims, finding that her workplace religious and Holocaust-
related speech was not protected and that Kootenai’s administrative interests outweighed her interests.
The court also concludes that Sanders cannot establish defamation, and addresses her claim for
intentional infliction of emotional distress.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant moved for summary judgment on all five causes of action.
Plaintiff did not respond. The court considered the material facts
alleged by Defendant undisputed and granted summary judgment.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is proper when the pleadings, discovery, and
affidavits show no genuine dispute as to any material fact and the
movant is entitled to judgment as a matter of law. The court viewed
facts and reasonable inferences in the light most favorable to Sanders,
while treating Kootenai's properly supported uncontested material
facts as undisputed under the local rule.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unknown; memorandum decision and order from a federal district
court, with no reporter citation or precedential designation stated in the
source.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Sanders's discussions about the Holocaust and prayers with patients constituted protected First
Amendment speech or activity.

2. Whether Kootenai's administrative and Establishment Clause interests outweighed any First Amendment
interests Sanders had in the speech.

3. Whether Sanders's termination violated Idaho's public-policy exception to at-will employment.

4. Whether Kootenai defamed Sanders through the termination notice.

5. Whether Kootenai's conduct was sufficiently extreme and outrageous to support an intentional-
infliction-of-emotional-distress claim.

6. Whether Kootenai deprived Sanders of a Fourteenth Amendment liberty interest without a name-
clearing hearing by placing the termination notice in her employee file.

HOLDINGS

1. Sanders did not engage in protected First Amendment speech because her conduct did not address a
matter of public concern and was made pursuant to, or in the course of performing, her duties as a crisis-
center nurse rather than as a private citizen.

2. Even assuming Sanders spoke as a citizen on a matter of public concern, Kootenai's interests in
workplace discipline, effective public healthcare, avoiding disruption, and avoiding the appearance of
government-sponsored religious endorsement outweighed Sanders's asserted interests.

3. Sanders could not establish Idaho's public-policy exception to at-will employment because she did not
engage in constitutionally protected speech or activity causally connected to her termination.

4. Sanders failed to establish defamation because she did not show that Kootenai communicated the
termination notice to a third party; alternatively, any such communication was protected by the common-
interest privilege and was not made with express malice.

5. Sanders's termination and placement of the notice in her employee file were not extreme and outrageous
conduct sufficient to support an IIED claim.

6. The termination notice did not implicate Sanders's Fourteenth Amendment liberty interest because it did
not effectively exclude her from her chosen profession, and the alleged reputational injury was
insufficient.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Defendant Kootenai’s Motion for Summary Judgment (Dkt. 37) is GRANTED.” (18)

“Plaintiff Claudia Sanders’ Complaint (Dkt. 1-2) is DISMISSED WITH PREJUDICE.” (18)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Kootenai Health, a public healthcare provider, employed Sanders as an at-will licensed practical nurse at the
Northern Idaho Crisis Center from March 2021 until August 2, 2023. After investigating complaints that Sanders
made inappropriate comments to patients and coworkers, including comments about the Holocaust and religion
and statements concerning race, gender identity, domestic violence, and suicide, Kootenai substantiated most
allegations and terminated her. Kootenai gave Sanders a termination notice and offered an administrative review,
which she did not request; Sanders later obtained another LPN position three weeks after applying.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Sanders sued Kootenai Health after her termination, asserting First Amendment speech and religion claims,
wrongful termination in violation of public policy, defamation, intentional infliction of emotional distress, and
Fourteenth Amendment due process. Kootenai removed the action to federal court and moved for summary
judgment. Sanders did not oppose the motion, and the court granted it and dismissed the complaint with
prejudice.
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