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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Northern District of California granted Gateway Public
Schools’ motion to dismiss the plaintiff’s claim for wrongful termination in violation of public policy
and request for punitive damages. The court held that Gateway, a public charter school and nonprofit
public-benefit corporation, is a public entity under California law and therefore is not subject to a
Tameny claim or punitive damages. The dismissal was with prejudice because the legal theory was not
cognizable.
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DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant moved under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)(6) to
dismiss the wrongful-termination-in-violation-of-public-policy claim
and the request for punitive damages. The court granted the motion as
to those claims and dismissed them with prejudice.

STANDARD OF REVIEW On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, a complaint must provide a short and plain
statement giving fair notice of the claims and grounds for relief. A
complaint may be dismissed when it lacks either a cognizable legal
theory or sufficient facts under a cognizable theory. When dismissal
rests on a legally noncognizable theory, leave to amend should not be
granted.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district-court opinion; persuasive only

PARTIES Ashli Watts v. Gateway Public Schools
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employment law wrongful termination damages motions to dismiss civil procedure

PRACTICE AREAS

employment law civil procedure California public-entity liability remedies

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Gateway Public Schools is a public entity under California law for purposes of California
Government Code sections 811.2 and 818.

2. Whether Gateway's public-entity status bars Watts's California Tameny claim for wrongful termination
in violation of public policy.

3. Whether Gateway's public-entity status bars Watts's request for punitive damages.

HOLDINGS

1. Gateway, a California public-charter school and nonprofit public-benefit corporation, is a public entity
for purposes of the California Government Claims Act and the statutory limits on liability applicable to
public entities.

2. A public entity is not liable for a Tameny claim alleging wrongful termination in violation of public
policy; Watts's Tameny claim against Gateway is therefore not legally cognizable.

3. California Government Code section 818 bars punitive or exemplary damages against a public entity.
Watts's punitive-damages request was therefore dismissed with prejudice.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Because Gateway is a public entity under California law, the court grants the motion to dismiss.”
(Introduction)

“Public entities — such as the state, counties, cities, public authorities, political subdivisions, and public
corporations — are not liable for Tameny claims of wrongful termination in violation of public policy.”
(Analysis)

“Because the legal theory is not cognizable, the dismissal is with prejudice.” (Conclusion)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Ashli Watts sued Gateway Public Schools, a public-charter school and nonprofit public-benefit corporation,
alleging retaliation and termination connected to pregnancy leave and complaints about race and pregnancy
discrimination. She sought punitive damages and asserted a California Tameny claim for wrongful termination in
violation of public policy. Gateway argued that its status as a public entity barred both forms of relief, and the
court relied on California's statutory treatment of charter schools as part of the public-school system, subject to
public-school jurisdiction and control and entitled to public funding.
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Watts sued her former employer, Gateway Public Schools, alleging pregnancy-related retaliation and
termination, race and pregnancy discrimination, and related state and federal claims. Gateway argued that it was
a public entity and therefore could not be liable for a California Tameny wrongful-termination claim or punitive
damages. The court granted the motion to dismiss the Tameny claim and punitive-damages request with
prejudice, while indicating that other punitive-damages pleading issues were moot because the request was
dismissed on public-entity grounds.
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