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SUMMARY

The Vermont Supreme Court affirmed Michael A. Williams's conviction for aggravated domestic
assault. The court held that evidence of his prior assaults against the complainant was admissible
under Vermont Rule of Evidence 404(b) to provide context regarding the abusive relationship and to
address claims concerning the complainant's conduct, motive, and fabrication.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED



1. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by admitting evidence of Williams's two prior assaults
against the complainant under Vermont Rule of Evidence 404(b).

2. Whether the probative value of the prior-assault evidence was substantially outweighed by the danger of
unfair prejudice.

3. Whether the trial court's pretrial inquiry into the admissibility of the prior-bad-acts evidence was
adequate.

HOLDINGS

1. Prior-bad-acts evidence involving the same defendant and domestic-assault victim is not automatically
admissible, but may be admitted under Vermont Rule of Evidence 404(b) when it is genuinely relevant
and material to a separate issue, including the context or dynamics of the relationship, and is not offered
merely to prove propensity.

2. The trial court did not abuse its discretion in concluding that the probative value of the prior-assault
evidence was not substantially outweighed by the danger of unfair prejudice.

3. Although the State's pretrial presentation was boilerplate and the trial court should conduct a more
probing inquiry or defer ruling until the factual context develops, the error, if any, did not require
reversal because the evidence became relevant to issues fully developed at trial.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Our decisions do not, however, mean that prior bad acts—even by the same defendant against the same
domestic-assault victim—are automatically admissible.” (318)

“The State continues to bear the burden of establishing that the evidence does not simply show a propensity to
commit the crime charged, but instead is relevant to a genuine, separate issue in the case and that its
probative value outweighs the potential for unfair prejudice.” (318)

“This is just the sort of incongruity that “context” evidence is meant to remedy in domestic-violence cases.”
(320)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The complainant, who had been in an intimate relationship with Williams and was pregnant with his child,
obtained a relief-from-abuse order after ending the relationship. She testified that Williams later entered her
apartment, struck and repeatedly choked her, threatened to kill her and harm her family, and left. The State also
introduced evidence that Williams had assaulted and choked the complainant during two earlier incidents.
Williams presented an alibi defense and argued that the complainant's continued contact with him and delayed
report of the incident made her allegations implausible or fabricated.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Williams was charged with aggravated domestic assault after an alleged assault on the complainant. Before trial,
the State gave notice that it intended to introduce evidence of two prior assaults under Vermont Rule of Evidence
404(b); the trial court admitted the evidence after a pretrial hearing. A jury convicted Williams, the trial court



denied his motion for a new trial, and he was sentenced to ten to fifteen years. The Supreme Court of Vermont
affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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