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SUMMARY

The United States Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit affirmed the district court’s judgment in
favor of prison medical defendants in Daniel Jackson’s § 1983 action. The court held that the district
court properly construed the pro se complaint as asserting Eighth Amendment deliberate-indifference
claims and was not required to independently identify an Americans with Disabilities Act

accommodation claim from the allegations. Judge Floyd dissented.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Appeal from the district court's screening and subsequent dismissal,

dismissal on a motion to dismiss, and grant of summary judgment in a
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district court's identification of claims in a pro se prisoner's complaint.
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another day. The court reviewed the § 1915A screening dismissal de

novo.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court properly construed Jackson's pro se prison complaint as asserting an Eighth
Amendment deliberate-indifference claim rather than also identifying an ADA failure-to-accommodate

claim.

2. What standard of review applies when reviewing a district court's identification of legal claims in a pro

se prisoner's complaint.

HOLDINGS

1. A district court must liberally construe a pro se prisoner's complaint and raise the strongest arguments
suggested by the factual allegations, but it is not required to invent every conceivable claim or act as the

litigant's legal advocate.

2. The district court did not err by construing Jackson's complaint as asserting Eighth Amendment

deliberate indifference rather than an ADA failure-to-accommodate claim.

3. The court assumed without deciding that de novo review applied to the district court's determination of

what claims Jackson's factual allegations presented.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When a district court screens a pro se prisoner’s complaint under the Prison Litigation Reform Act, it must
construe the pleadings liberally and in favor of the strongest arguments they suggest. But that does not mean
that the district court becomes the plaintiff’s legal advocate; nor does it require the court to conjure up every

claim imaginable from the plaintiff’s allegations.” (at 2)

“Thus, when the thrust of a complaint points to an “essential grievance,” courts are not required to scour
pleadings for stray phrases that could, with the benefit of hindsight, be consistent with another theory, and

then construe those phrases to assert separate claims.” (at 12)

“Even so, from the record in this case, the district court properly construed and addressed Mr. Jackson’s
essential grievance—his belief that the defendants were deliberately indifferent to his serious medical needs in
violation of the Eighth Amendment.” (at 21)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

While incarcerated at Augusta Correctional Center, Daniel Jackson alleged that prison medical personnel failed
to provide or maintain accommodations and treatment for pain and injuries affecting his right leg, including an
ankle sleeve, bottom-bunk assignment, physical therapy, pain medication, and a medical exemption from
required work boots. He alleged that the lack of accommodations and treatment caused increased pain, interfered
with sleep, and forced him to leave prison employment. His initial pro se complaint described the factual
circumstances without expressly identifying legal theories, and the district court construed it as asserting Eighth

Amendment deliberate-indifference claims.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Jackson filed a pro se complaint under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 concerning medical treatment and accommodations
while incarcerated. The district court screened the complaint under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, dismissed the prison
medical department as an improper § 1983 defendant, and construed the claims against the individual defendants
as Eighth Amendment deliberate-indifference claims. The court later accepted a supplemental complaint,
dismissed a First Amendment retaliation claim, and granted summary judgment on the deliberate-indifference
claims. The Fourth Circuit affirmed, holding that the district court properly identified Jackson's essential

grievance as deliberate indifference rather than an ADA claim.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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