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SUMMARY

The Vermont Supreme Court affirmed judgment for Cedar Hill Health Care Corporation in Dawn

Griffis's whistleblower-retaliation action. The court held that the record supported the trial court's

finding that Griffis was terminated for insubordination and performance-related reasons rather than for

protected complaints, and it rejected her challenges concerning the McDonnell Douglas framework,

Rule 52 findings, and evidentiary exclusions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the superior court properly applied the McDonnell Douglas burden-shifting framework and
correctly concluded that Griffis failed to prove causation or pretext under the Vermont Whistleblower
Act.

2. Whether the superior court's findings of fact and conclusions of law were legally insufficient under

Vermont Rule of Civil Procedure 52.

3. Whether the superior court improperly excluded evidence relevant to the context and circumstances

surrounding Griffis's demotion and termination.

HOLDINGS

1. The plaintiff failed to prove that her termination was caused by protected activity or that Cedar Hill's
stated reasons were pretextual; the record supported the conclusion that she was terminated for

insubordination and other legitimate, nonretaliatory reasons.

2. The superior court's findings and conclusions were sufficient because, although the court could have
more expressly linked its conclusions to its findings, the record made clear that insubordination and
usurpation of unassigned responsibilities were legitimate grounds for termination and that the retaliation

claim failed.

3. The superior court properly excluded the proffered evidence as irrelevant, and Griffis failed to show

either an abuse of discretion or prejudice sufficient to warrant reversal.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Under the McDonnell Douglas framework, a plaintiff must first establish, by a preponderance of the

evidence, a prima facie case of retaliation.” (1146)

“The question before us on appeal is not whether there was a basis upon which the court might have reached
a different conclusion, but whether there was a basis in the record upon which the court could reach the
conclusion it did.” (1147)

“Rulings on the admission or exclusion of evidence are highly discretionary, and we will reverse only where

discretion has been abused or withheld and prejudice has resulted.” (1148)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Dawn Griffis was employed as Cedar Hill's Director of Nursing Services and later received additional consulting
responsibilities at related facilities. She repeatedly disputed the authority structure, made staffing changes
without authorization, confronted a coworker about qualifications despite having no supervisory authority, and
clashed with supervisors over management and meeting issues. She also complained about the qualifications of a

social-services director and alleged other patient-care and staffing concerns. Cedar Hill terminated her



employment on September 10, 2004, and she alleged that the termination was retaliation for protected

whistleblowing.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After a bench trial, the superior court found that Griffis failed to prove that her termination was causally related
to protected activity or that Cedar Hill's stated reasons for termination were pretextual. The superior court
concluded that she was terminated for legitimate, nonretaliatory reasons, including insubordination. The

Vermont Supreme Court affirmed.
DISPOSITION
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