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SUMMARY

The Tennessee Court of Criminal Appeals reviewed Derek C. Denton's convictions for aggravated
burglary, aggravated assault, and criminally negligent homicide. The court affirmed the aggravated
burglary and criminally negligent homicide convictions, reduced the aggravated assault conviction to
assault, and modified the sentences. The opinion addresses sufficiency of the evidence, circumstantial-
evidence instructions, reasonable-doubt instructions, and sentencing.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed as of right from jury convictions in the Shelby
County Criminal Court for aggravated burglary, aggravated assault,
and criminally negligent homicide, challenging evidentiary
sufficiency, jury instructions, and sentencing.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Sufficiency of the evidence is reviewed by asking whether, viewing
the evidence in the light most favorable to the prosecution, any
rational trier of fact could have found every essential element beyond a
reasonable doubt. Sentencing is reviewed de novo on the record with a
presumption that the trial court's determinations are correct when the
statutory procedure and relevant sentencing principles were properly
followed. The presumption falls when the trial court fails to make the
required findings and consider relevant sentencing principles.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the evidence was sufficient to support the convictions for criminally negligent homicide,
aggravated assault, and aggravated burglary.

2. Whether the trial court was required to give a requested or unrequested instruction concerning the
weighing of wholly circumstantial evidence.

3. Whether the trial court's reasonable-doubt instruction was constitutionally and legally adequate without
the phrase "moral certainty."

4. Whether the trial court improperly imposed and structured the defendant's sentences, including the
sentence lengths, probation denial, and consecutive sentencing.

HOLDINGS

1. The evidence was sufficient to support the criminally negligent homicide conviction because the
defendant's admission was direct evidence of guilt and the surrounding circumstantial evidence
corroborated that his conduct caused the victim's death.

2. The evidence was insufficient to establish the serious-bodily-injury element of aggravated assault, so the
conviction was properly reduced to assault.

3. The evidence was sufficient to support aggravated burglary because the jury could infer that Denton
entered Woodson's habitation without consent with the intent to commit aggravated assault,
notwithstanding the later reduction of the assault conviction.

4. The trial court did not err by failing to give a special instruction on weighing evidence in a wholly
circumstantial case because the proof included direct evidence and the defendant did not submit a
written request for the special instruction.

5. The trial court did not commit reversible error by omitting the phrase "moral certainty" from the
reasonable-doubt instruction, but the court cautioned trial courts not to use the instruction given and
stated that T.P.I.-Crim. 2.03 (4th ed.) should be used even when not requested.

6. The six-year aggravated-burglary sentence and two-year criminally negligent homicide sentence were
affirmed, while the aggravated-assault sentence was replaced with an eleven-month-and-twenty-nine-
day assault sentence with seventy-five percent release eligibility.

7. The denial of probation was affirmed, but the consecutive sentences were vacated and all three sentences
were ordered to run concurrently.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“The trial court did not err by failing to give a complete instruction on weighing circumstantial evidence
because the defendant did not request one.” (12)

“Because we are concerned that this instruction does not adequately convey the evidentiary certainty required
under the reasonable doubt standard, as it has been historically used and understood in Tennessee, see, e.g.,
Owen v. State, 89 Tenn. (5 Pickle) 704, 705-06 (1891); Hardin, 355 S.W.2d at 108, we caution trial courts
against using it, and we believe that T.P.I.-Crim. 2.03 (4th ed.) should be used even if it is not requested by a
party.” (16)

“This finding alone will not justify consecutive sentencing.” (27)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Derek Denton went to his former girlfriend Joanne Woodson's apartment with Laquinton Underwood to retrieve
personal belongings after Woodson had ended their relationship. When Woodson refused entry, Denton forced
the door and chain lock, assaulted her until she was unconscious, and entered the bedroom while Adrian
Williamson was present. Underwood testified that Denton told Williamson to leave through the window, after
which Williamson fell to his death from the apartment; Denton later told Woodson that he had thrown
Williamson out the window but did not mean to do so.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Shelby County Criminal Court jury convicted Denton of aggravated burglary, aggravated assault, and
criminally negligent homicide. The trial court imposed consecutive sentences totaling fourteen years. The Court
of Criminal Appeals affirmed the aggravated burglary and criminally negligent homicide convictions and
sentences, reduced the aggravated assault conviction to assault, imposed an eleven-month-and-twenty-nine-day
sentence with seventy-five percent release eligibility for that offense, and ordered all sentences to run
concurrently.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The aggravated-assault conviction is modified to assault, with an eleven-month-and-twenty-nine-day sentence
and seventy-five percent release eligibility. The aggravated burglary and criminally negligent homicide
convictions and sentences are affirmed. All three sentences shall be served concurrently.
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