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Woman shines as exemplary graduate 
from Levy County Mental Health Court 

 
Levy County Court Judge James T. Browning addresses the successful 
graduate from the Levy County Mental Health Court program on Thursday 
afternoon (Sept. 24). He made it abundantly clear to all people in the 
courtroom that facemasks and social distancing were mandatory to reduce 
the spread of COVID-19. Judge Browning is among the judicial leaders who 
consistently exemplifies that he cares about other humans. He made it 
abundantly clear to all people in the courtroom that facemasks and social 
distancing were mandatory to reduce the spread of COVID-19. Judge 
Browning is among the judicial leaders who consistently exemplifies that he 
cares about other humans. 
 

Story, Video and Photos 
By Jeff M. Hardison © Sept. 24, 2020 at 9:10 p.m. 
     BRONSON – A woman who was the second person to complete the relatively new 
Levy County Mental Health Court program received her certification Thursday 
afternoon (Sept. 24) from Levy County Court Judge James T. Browning. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9eGX2ZCNMYE 
Click on this photo of Assistant Regional Counsel Phyllis Wiley to go to 
the YouTube video. In this video of three clips, Levy County Court Judge 
James T. Browning begins to walk toward the award recipient. Then Eighth 
Judicial Circuit Assistant State Attorney Darla Whistler shares her feelings 
about the young woman who earned recognition through completion of the 
program, and the clips end with Assistant Regional Counsel Phyllis Wiley 
giving her input to the recipient. 
 

 

 
Seen here (from left) 
are Mental Health 
Coordinator Jan 
Gibson, Eighth Judicial 
Circuit Assistant State 
Attorney Darla Whistler 
and Assistant Regional 
Counsel Phyllis Wiley 
giving her input to the 
recipient. These ladies 
like everyone wore 
masks to reduce the 
odds of spreading 
COVID-19. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9eGX2ZCNMYE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9eGX2ZCNMYE
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     The person who is not named in this story per her request shines as an excellent 
example of how the program can help people turn their lives around – away from drug 
abuse and criminal activity. 
     Mental Health Court is a diversionary court for individuals with a diagnosed mental 
health disorder who have been charged with certain misdemeanors or third-degree 
felonies. The participants agree to abide by a treatment plan with a designated 
treatment provider and upon adhering to the plans, orders of the Court, and progressing 
through the three phases of the Program, the State of Florida will dismiss the charges 
against the participant. 
     By providing defendants access to the least restrictive treatment, training, and 
support services necessary to reduce recidivism and ensure public safety, the program is 
designed to divert the mentally ill and developmentally disabled defendants from jail 
and to expedite the legal case processing through the criminal justice system. The 
judiciary, the State Attorney’s Office, the Public Defender’s Office, and treatment 
providers that work directly with the participants are all partners in this program. 
     In Levy County, this program came to fruition from a seed planted by Assistant 
Public Defender Gary Ford, according to Jan Gibson, a 916 forensic program manager 
with Meridian Behavioral Healthcare Inc. A 916 program is a conditional release 
program in Florida’s judicial circuits. 
     Gibson, who is the mental health coordinator for this particular graduate, is very 
pleased with how well the program has succeeded so far in Levy County. 
     Levy County Court Judge Browning was the judge who agreed to be onboard for the 
program, Gibson said. 
     Eighth Judicial Circuit Assistant State Attorney Darla Whistler and Eighth Judicial 
Circuit Assistant Public Defender Midori Lowry, Gibson said, are the people who 
brought this program to life in Levy County. Without Whistler, Gibson noted, the 
program would not have begun. 
     The team succeeded in obtaining a startup grant for the Mental Health Court in Levy 
County, Gibson said. Right now, she said, this is a “bare bones” Mental Health Court. 
     The hope for the future is more services such as groups and counseling specific to this 
type of case, Gibson said. 
     To achieve the presentation of certification of completion, Gibson said, typically takes 
from six months to a year. The participant must attend counseling, successfully 
complete a substance abuse program, consistently participate in mental health services, 
remain in contact with their Mental Health Court coordinator, and complete drug tests. 
     The first year of this program in Levy County, Gibson said, there were nine 
participants in Mental Health Court. From those nine, one person did not complete the 
program and one reached graduation, like the person did on Thursday afternoon, 
Gibson said. 
     This year, right now, there are five more people who are active in the program, 
Gibson said, and there are two or three people who are referred as good candidates for 
the program. 
     As Judge Browning opened the graduation celebration Thursday, he noted this 
woman has succeeded by meeting all of the challenges she faced since entering Levy 
County Mental Health Court. 
     The judge said Assistant State Attorney Whistler and Assistant Public Defender 
Lowry are the gatekeepers to select potential participants in this diversionary program. 
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     “They were certainly right about you,” Judge Browning said to the person, “as shown 
by your progress.” 
     The judge said this person did not walk away from the challenges she saw. She did 
not pretend the challenges did not exist. 
     “You addressed those challenges,” Browning said. “And you did it! This will make you 
a better person, personally and professionally. 
      “And the one thing that has jumped out at me,” Browning said, “is your spirit – your 
character. You seem like a very sweet, sweet person. And I could not be happier for you 
than today.” 
 

 
Here, Judge 
Browning is seen 
presenting a vase 
with roses, and a 
motivational journal 
to the graduate 
whose name and 
likeness is withheld 
from publication at 
her request. 
 
     The judge presented 
the graduate with a 
certificate of 
achievement. Then, he 
gave her a vase full of 
beautiful red roses, 
and a motivational 
journal for women 
– titled “She 
Believes She Could, 
So She Did.” 
     Mental Health 
Coordinator Gibson 
spoke about the 
woman who is the 
second graduate 
from the Levy 
County Program. 
     “She really, 
really wanted to do 
better for herself,” 
Gibson said. “She is a hard worker. “She lost her job during the (global) COVID-19 
(pandemic). And she’s out there hustling. She’s making money any way she can.” 
     In addition to being “a real go-getter,” Gibson said this person is “a really sweet, 
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caring individual who helps people when she can.” 
     Gibson advised the program graduate to not settle for anything less than she 
deserves. 
     Assistant State Attorney Whistler said the woman has been a perfect model 
participant in this program. There was 100 percent agreement by all who saw her that 
this person set the highest standard in the program. 
     “From the State Attorney’s Office perspective,” Whistler said, “you are somebody that 
we can hold out to the community as an example of how this program can work as a 
method of diversion (from other forms of punishment or rehabilitation).” 
     By participating in this program, Whistler said of the woman, who put her past 
behind her and moved forward with her life, it gave everyone reason to be proud of her. 
     Like Judge Browning, Whistler presented the graduate with gifts from the Eight 
Judicial Circuit State Attorney’s Office – as well as from her attorney -- Assistant Special 
Counsel Wiley. 
     Assistant Special Counsel Wiley echoed the comments of Browning, Gibson and 
Wheeler, although she added another perspective. 
     This person was the first client with whom Wiley had worked in the program. 
     Wiley said she was immensely proud of the success of this graduate in the program. 
     “You made it so easy,” Wiley said, “that I have become spoiled. I feel that everyone 
should be like this. But I do recognize that not everyone is going to be like this, and I do 
recognize how difficult the road was, and that it is just because you are the person who 
you are.” 
     As Wiley spoke through her facemask, she said if not for the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, she would give her first client a big hug. Instead, she said, to just feel the love. 
      The graduate thanked Wheeler, Midori, Wiley and Judge Browning for their help. 
     The program, she said, made her a better person. It made her stronger and able to 
think more clearly. She intends to open her own business soon. 
     Judge Browning reminded the graduate that everyone has good days and bad days. If 
there are times when she needs to reach out, she should not hesitate to call Gibson to 
connect her with assistance. 
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This device is at the entrance to the Levy County Courthouse, for judicial 
matters. It can read a person temperature as a method to detect if they have 
a fever. A fever is a significant symptom of COVID-19, however people can 
show no symptoms and still have the disease and be contagious. Face masks 
are required in the judicial section of the courthouse. Keeping six feet apart 
is another requirement in that part of the Levy County Courthouse. The 
Eighth Judicial Circuit courts have implemented methods to keep 
employees and members of the public as safe as possible during the COVID-
19 global pandemic. (Photographer Jeff M. Hardison can be seen as the 
device has a camera to help the person be close enough for it to read the 
temperature. The journalist had a normal temperature.) 

 


