UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF

TENNESSEE

Russell Eric Lenard v. State of Tennessee and Tim Wilson

Lenard - No. 1:24-cv-238 - Decided March 16, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of Tennessee construes Russell Eric Lenard’s

filings as claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 rather than habeas claims. The court denies his request for

appointed counsel, dismisses his constitutional claims under Heck v. Humphrey, declines supplemental

jurisdiction over state-law claims, and directs the Clerk to provide a § 2254 petition form. The action

is dismissed under the Prison Litigation Reform Act, and the court certifies that an appeal would not

be taken in good faith.
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A state prisoner filed pro se pleadings seeking relief concerning his
guilty pleas, counsel's representation, and the validity of his
convictions. The district court construed the pleadings as claims under
42 U.S.C. § 1983, denied appointment of counsel, screened the claims

under the Prison Litigation Reform Act, and dismissed the action.

Under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1915(e)(2)(B) and 1915A, the court must screen
prisoner complaints and may dismiss claims that are frivolous,
malicious, fail to state a claim, or seek relief from an immune
defendant. The Rule 12(b)(6) plausibility standard governs the failure-
to-state-a-claim inquiry. Pro se pleadings are liberally construed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the prisoner's pleadings should be construed as claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 or as a petition
for federal habeas corpus relief under 28 U.S.C. § 2254.

2. Whether the prisoner was entitled to appointment of counsel in the civil action.

3. Whether claims whose success would imply the invalidity of criminal convictions are cognizable under

§ 1983 before those convictions have been invalidated.

4. Whether claims seeking release from confinement must be brought through habeas corpus rather than §
1983.

5. Whether the court should exercise supplemental jurisdiction over the remaining state-law claims after

dismissing the federal claims.

HOLDINGS

1. The court construed Lenard's relevant filings as seeking relief under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 rather than under
28 U.S.C. § 2254 because the pleadings primarily asserted tort, contract, and constitutional claims, and

any habeas claims had not been exhausted in state court.
2. Lenard was not entitled to appointment of counsel because he failed to show exceptional circumstances.

3. Lenard's claims challenging the validity of his criminal convictions based on counsel's conduct and the
alleged invalidity of his guilty plea were not cognizable under § 1983 because success would imply the

invalidity of the convictions, and the convictions had not been invalidated.

4. To the extent Lenard sought release from confinement based on the convictions, he was required to

pursue that relief through a petition for a writ of habeas corpus rather than through § 1983.

5. After dismissing the federal claims, the court declined to exercise supplemental jurisdiction over

Lenard's remaining state-law claims and dismissed them without prejudice.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Mr. Lenard’s claims challenging the validity of his criminal convictions due to his counsel’s actions and/or

the fact that his guilty plea is not an enforceable contract are not cognizable under § 1983” (Section 111.B)

“The Court CERTIFIES that any appeal from the dismissal this action would not be taken in good faith and
would be totally frivolous.” (Section IV)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Lenard, a state prisoner, alleged that attorney Tim Wilson improperly persuaded him to plead guilty to two
misdemeanor charges by using fraud, undue influence, coercion, and allegedly deficient representation. He
contended that the guilty plea was invalid because it was made under duress and was not signed by the judge,
and he sought rescission of the plea, dismissal of the criminal case, or a retrial with different counsel. His filings



indicated that appeals from the relevant convictions remained pending in the Tennessee Court of Criminal

Appeals and that no court had reversed, expunged, or otherwise invalidated the convictions.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Lenard filed a petition for writ of certiorari, a petition for error, and a form complaint against the State of
Tennessee and Tim Wilson. His filings indicated that appeals from the underlying convictions were pending in
the Tennessee Court of Criminal Appeals. The district court construed the filings as a § 1983 action rather than a
habeas petition, denied his request for appointed counsel, dismissed the constitutional claims under the PLRA,
declined supplemental jurisdiction over state-law claims, certified that an appeal would not be taken in good
faith, and directed the Clerk to send Lenard a § 2254 form.

DISPOSITION

dismissed
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