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WEXFORD HEALTH SERVICES, INC.,
WEXFORD HEALTH SOURCES, INC.

Appeal from the Order Entered June 11, 2025
In the Court of Common Pleas of Erie County Civil Division at No(s):
10226 of 2015

BEFORE: BOWES, J., NICHOLS, J., and KING, J.
MEMORANDUM BY KING, J.: FILED: JUNE 2, 2026

Appellant, Sherri L. Rannard, administrator of the estate of Robert J.
Gallagher, appeals from the order entered in the Erie County Court of Common
Pleas, which denied Appellant’s motion to vacate an arbitration award. We
affirm.

In its opinion, the trial court correctly set forth the relevant facts and
procedural history of this case. (See Trial Court Opinion, filed 6/11/25, at 1-
2). Therefore, we have no reason to restate them. Briefly, we add that this
matter commenced on January 18, 2015, when Robert J. Gallagher filed a
complaint asserting a medical malpractice claim against Appellee, Wexford
Health Services, Inc. ("Wexford”). Wexford provided medical and health

services to State Correctional Institution Albion (“*SCI Albion”) when Mr.
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Gallagher was an inmate there.! On May 13, 2022, Appellant filed a
suggestion of death, noting that Mr. Gallagher had died and Appellant was the
administrator of Mr. Gallagher’s estate. That same day, Appellant filed an
amended complaint, substituting Appellant, as administrator of Mr.
Gallagher’s estate, as the plaintiff in this matter. Appellant filed a second
amended complaint on December 12, 2022, and a third amended complaint
on July 17, 2023.

The third amended complaint alleged that Wexford deviated from the
acceptable standard of care by failing to adequately provide Mr. Gallagher with
medically safe housing after Mr. Gallagher underwent surgery to relieve spinal
cord compression. Appellant alleged that Wexford’s failure resulted in Mr.
Gallagher falling while going up the stairs shortly after the surgery, causing
further injury to his spine. The complaint further alleged that Wexford failed
to timely address Mr. Gallagher’'s medical needs after this fall, resulting in
permanent chronic physical pain. The complaint asserted that Mr. Gallagher
was also diagnosed with depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress
disorder, allegedly in connection with his fall and the aftermath. The
complaint alleged that Mr. Gallagher’s mental and physical distress led to Mr.
Gallagher committing suicide by overdosing on his prescribed pain medication
on January 7, 2022.

In September of 2024, the parties agreed to submit the matter to

1 Mr. Gallagher was released from prison in 2016.
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binding arbitration. The parties signed a binding arbitration agreement that
was drafted by their chosen arbitration. The arbitrator ultimately rendered a
decision in favor of Wexford, finding that Wexford did not breach its duty of
care in this matter. On December 10, 2024, Appellant filed a motion to vacate
the arbitration award, and the trial court denied the motion on June 11, 2025.
Appellant filed a timely notice of appeal on July 8, 2025. On July 14, 2025,
the court ordered Appellant to file a concise statement of errors complained
of on appeal pursuant to Pa.R.A.P. 1925(b), and Appellant timely complied on
July 30, 2025.

Appellant raises the following issues for our review:

Did the trial court err by not finding that the arbitrator’s
decision to “let in all evidence” constituted an abdication of
the arbitrator’s powers and responsibilities—specifically, the
obligation to rule on [Appellant’s] motion in limine—and
resulted in an evidentiary “free-for-all,” as the only plausible
way the arbitrator reached his decision of “no breach of
duty” was by weighing both sides’ liability experts’ opinions
and siding with that of [Appellee], whose inadmissible and
unfounded opinions on that issue were the very subject of
the motion in limine [Appellant] filed and which was not
ruled on?

Did the trial court fail to find that the arbitrator exceeded
his authority by not entering a monetary award; by not
finding that the term “award” clearly and unambiguously
referred to a monetary award, rather than a “no liability”
decision?

Did the trial court fail to address [Appellant’s] argument that
the term “award” in the arbitration agreement was, at least
ambiguous, and thus should have been construed against
its drafter, the arbitrator, to mandate a monetary award?

Did the trial court fail to properly analyze the ambiguity of
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the term “award” by reference to parol evidence?

Did the trial court err by interpreting the term “award” using
a dictionary definition of “arbitration award” that, as the trial
court itself pointed out in its opinion, appeared neither in
the agreement nor in [Appellant’s] motion to vacate and in
doing so, did the court in the process disregard all applicable
and relevant articulated definitions that confirmed the
arbitrator exceeded his specific authority by rendering a “no
liability” decision?

(Appellant’s Brief at 4) (reordered for purpose of disposition).

On appeal, “we will reverse a trial court’s decision regarding whether to

(4

vacate an arbitration award only for an abuse of discretion or error of law.’
Joseph v. Advest, Inc., 906 A.2d 1205, 1208 (Pa.Super. 2006).
Interpretation of an arbitration agreement is subject to the general principles
of contract law. Gaffer Insurance Company v. Discover Reinsurance
Company, 936 A.2d 1109, 1114 (Pa.Super. 2007). “When a written contract
is clear and unequivocal, its meaning must be determined by its contents
alone. In construing a contract, we must determine the intent of the parties
and give effect to all of the provisions therein.” Id. at 1113.

When, however, an ambiguity exists, parol evidence is
admissible to explain or clarify or resolve the ambiguity,
irrespective of whether the ambiguity is patent, created by
the language of the instrument, or latent, created by
extrinsic or collateral circumstances. A contract is
ambiguous if it is reasonably susceptible of different
constructions and capable of being understood in more than
one sense. While unambiguous contracts are interpreted by
the court as a matter of law, ambiguous writings are
interpreted by the finder of fact.

Kripp v. Kripp, 578 Pa. 82, 90-91, 849 A.2d 1159, 1163 (2004) (citations
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omitted).

“"Where the language of the contract is ambiguous, the provision is to
be construed against the drafter.” Profit Wize Marketing. v. Wiest, 812
A.2d 1270, 1275 (Pa.Super. 2002). However, “a contract term that is
ambiguous on its face may not be construed against the drafter unless
extrinsic evidence bearing on the term’s meaning has first been considered[.]”
Schwartz v. Kelly Services., Inc., 313 A.3d 453, 457 (Pa.Super. 2024).

Where a document is found to be ambiguous, inquiry should
always be made into the circumstances surrounding the
execution of the document in an effort to clarify the meaning
that the parties sought to express in the language which
they chose. It is only when such an inquiry fails to clarify
the ambiguity that the rule of construction ... should be used
to conclude the matter against that party responsible for the
ambiguity, the drafter of the document.
Id.

After a thorough review of the record, the briefs of the parties, the
applicable law, and the well-reasoned opinion of the Honorable Marshall J.
Piccinini, we conclude Appellant’s issues merit no relief. The trial court opinion
comprehensively discusses and properly disposes of the questions presented.

Regarding Appellant’s first issue, the court found that the parties’
arbitration agreement was governed by the Revised Statutory Arbitration Act

("RSAA").? The court concluded that the RSAA does not affirmatively require

an arbitrator to consider pretrial motions but gives the arbitrator discretion to

242 Pa.C.S.A §§ 7321.1-7321.31.
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set forth the process by which to determine the admissibility of the evidence
at the arbitration. The court further determined that Appellant failed to
demonstrate that the arbitrator did not consider Appellant’s motion in limine
to exclude Wexford’s expert reports. Rather, the arbitrator’s statement that
“all documents are coming in” at the beginning of the arbitration hearing more
aptly suggested that the arbitrator considered Appellant’s motion in limine and
denied it. (See Trial Court Opinion at 4-6).

Regarding Appellant’s remaining issues combined, the court found that
the term “award” in the parties’ arbitration agreement was best defined by
the definition of “arbitration award” in Black’s Law Dictionary. The court
determined that this specialized definition of “award” was appropriate in the
context of an arbitration agreement and aligned with the use of the term in
the RSAA. Based on this definition, the court found that the arbitrator had
the authority to decide the issue of liability and was not limited to merely
resolving the issue of damages. The court further found that the conduct of
the parties, in submitting arbitration statements that argued the issue of
liability, did not suggest that the parties agreed to the arbitration with the

understanding that the arbitrator would be limited to determining damages.3

3 The trial court opinion does not explicitly state whether the court found that
the term “award” in the arbitration agreement was ambiguous. Nevertheless,
in interpreting the definition of the term, the court acknowledged that there
were multiple plausible definitions for the term “award.” The court further

considered the parties’ conduct, including the parties’ pre-arbitration filings,
(Footnote Continued Next Page)
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The court concluded that the arbitrator did not exceed his authority under the
arbitration agreement in rendering a decision on liability and accordingly,
Appellant failed to establish a basis to vacate the arbitration award.

On this record, we cannot say the court abused its discretion in denying
Appellant’s motion to vacate the arbitration award. See Joseph, supra.
Accordingly, we affirm based on the trial court’s opinion.*

Order affirmed.
Judgment Entered.

B..p..‘.,ﬁ L&Y

Benjamin D. Kohler, Esg.
Prothonotary

DATE: 6/2/2026

to discern the intent of the parties. As such, although not explicitly stated,
the court found that the term was ambiguous and considered parol evidence
to determine the parties’ intent. As the term “award” was not defined in the
arbitration agreement and there were multiple plausible definitions for the
term, we discern no error in the court’'s assessment. See Kripp, supra.
Appellant further argues that the court should have construed this ambiguity
against the drafter, the arbitrator. Nevertheless, as the court fully explained
in its opinion, it found that the context of the agreement and the conduct of
the parties demonstrated that the parties did not intend to limit the term
“award” to a determination of damages. Thus, we cannot say the court erred
in declining to construe the term against the arbitrator. See Schwartz,
supra.

4 We direct the parties to attach a copy of the trial court’s opinion to any future
filings involving this appeal.
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