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In Cordell Sanders v. Michael Melvin, et al., the district court dismissed a plaintiff’s entire case as a
sanction based on imprecise allegations the plaintiff —who is mentally ill and had been housed in
solitary confinement for years—had included in their years-old, pro se complaint, and did so despite
that a pending summary judgment motion showed a factual dispute regarding those allegations. This
dismissal is now on appeal.

Led by Dean Erwin Chemerinsky, amici are five legal professors who are experts on civil rights
litigation, civil procedure, federal procedure, and the application of pleading standards to pro se
litigants. They urge the Seventh Circuit to reverse the lower court’s decision and remand for further
proceedings. They argue that affirming such a dismissal would be contrary to the established
principles of leniency afforded pro se and inmate litigants, would violate the well-known rule that
sanctions be narrowly-tailored to misconduct, and would contravene the policy favoring resolving
cases on their merits, among other things. The legal system, they note, is complex and challenging —
“especially for those without legal training.” They argue that the Seventh Circuit has held “that courts
have an affirmative obligation to ensure that a pro se litigant’s claims are not dismissed as a result of
procedural unfairness.” In this case, they argue, the district court was “particularly harsh and
unnecessarily punitive.” Regarding sanctions against the litigant, the brief notes that “less
draconian” alternatives are available. And dismissal with prejudice, according to the brief, is the
“most severe” sanction that should be meted out “only with extreme caution.” “Sanctions should be
used as a scalpel to surgically address issues where appropriate, not as a sledgehammer to squash
an entire case,” the brief reads.

The team writing the brief pro bono includes Partner Gabriel K. Gillett and Associates Grace C.
Signorelli-Cassady, Jeremy M. Sawyer, and Elena M. Olivieri, with valuable assistance from Paralegal
Mary Frances Patston.

Related Attorneys


https://www.jenner.com/a/web/qVeqwtSSqNdKCpntQ5y9x7/4k1Xk8/Sanders%20v%20Melvin%20amicus%20brief.pdf
https://www.jenner.com/people/GabrielGillett
https://www.jenner.com/people/GraceSignorelliCassady
https://www.jenner.com/people/ElenaOlivieri
https://www.jenner.com/

Gabriel K. Gillett
Partner

ggillett@jenner.com
+1 3128407220

Elena Marie Olivieri
Associate
eolivieri@jenner.com
+1 312 8407413

Grace C. Signorelli-Cassady

Associate
gsignorelli@jenner.com
+1 3128407281

Related Capabilities

Appellate and Supreme Court

Litigation


https://www.jenner.com/en/people/gabriel-k-gillett
https://www.jenner.com/en/people/gabriel-k-gillett
mailto:ggillett@jenner.com
tel:%2B13128407220
https://www.jenner.com/en/people/elena-marie-olivieri
https://www.jenner.com/en/people/elena-marie-olivieri
mailto:eolivieri@jenner.com
tel:%2B13128407413
https://www.jenner.com/en/people/grace-c-signorelli-cassady
https://www.jenner.com/en/people/grace-c-signorelli-cassady
mailto:gsignorelli@jenner.com
tel:%2B13128407281
https://www.jenner.com/en/capabilities/practices/litigation/appellate-and-supreme-court
https://www.jenner.com/en/capabilities/practices/litigation

Related Locations

Chicago

© 2026 Jenner & Block LLP. Attorney Advertising. Jenner & Block LLP is an Illinois Limited Liability Partnership including
professional corporations. This publication, presentation, or event is not intended to provide legal advice but to provide information
on legal matters and/or firm news of interest to our clients and colleagues. Readers or attendees should seek specific legal advice
before taking any action with respect to matters mentioned in this publication or at this event. The attorney responsible for this
communication is Brent E. Kidwell, Jenner & Block LLP, 353 N. Clark Street, Chicago, IL 60654-3456. Prior results do not guarantee a
similar outcome. Jenner & Block London LLP, an affiliate of Jenner & Block LLP, is a limited liability partnership established under
the laws of the State of Delaware, USA and is authorised and regulated by the Solicitors Regulation Authority with SRA number
615729. Information regarding the data we collect and the rights you have over your data can be found in our Privacy Notice. For

further inquiries, please contact dataprotection@jenner.com.

Stay Informed -


https://www.jenner.com/en/offices/chicago
https://www.jenner.com/en/legal-notices/privacy-policy
mailto:dataprotection@jenner.com?subject=Data%20Privacy%20Inquires%20-%20online
https://www.jenner.com/en/subscription-form

