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Two graduate from mental health court 

 
Levy County Court Judge James T. Browning speaks about working toward 
the future. 
 
Story, Photos and Video 
By Jeff M. Hardison © Feb. 19, 2021 at 5:11 p.m. 
     BRONSON – Two of the four people who have graduated from the Levy County 
Mental Health Court so far were honored Thursday afternoon (Feb. 18) during a 
program in Courtroom B of the Levy County Courthouse in Bronson. 
     Levy County Court Judge James T. Browning signed the certificates of achievement, 
one which was presented in that courtroom and one which was brought to the other 
recipient at another location. One person who earned the honor was present and the 
other attended via teleconference. 
     The persons who are not named in this story are excellent examples of how the 
program helps people turn their lives around – away from drug abuse and criminal 
activity. Their names are withheld for their benefit. 
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CLICK ON THE 
PHOTO LEFT TO 
SEE the video, 
where Levy 
County Court 
Judge James T. 
Browning tells one 
of the recipients of 
the honors that 
she, like other 
successful 
candidates in the 
program, has 
earned by her own 
work. This is from 
a still picture of 

Levy County Court Judge James T. Browning. Although not visible through 
the facemask, there is a smile there – because this is from a happy event 
where the judge presided on Thursday afternoon. The big icon to indicate to 
click to see a video is superimposed. 
 

 
Judge James T. Browning prepares to present by his own hand the 
certificate to the first recipient. Afterward, they had a fist-bump rather than 
a handshake, which is reflexive of taking precautions to reduce the spread 
of COVID-19. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rdLexBh121M
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Eighth Judicial Circuit Assistant State Attorney Darla Whistler walks to the 
honoree to present her with flowers as gift for her successful completion of 
Levy County Mental Health Court. 
 

 
Eighth Judicial Circuit Assistant Public Defender Midori Lowry speaks to 
the graduate and reminds her to not let other people bring her down. 
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Mental Health Coordinator Jan Gibson looks over to the first recipient of 
the day, who was sitting at a table too, and expresses her happiness with the 
success reflected by the day’s celebration. 
 

 
Mental Health Coordinator Jan Gibson offers a pose for the press when 
requested. 
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Eighth Judicial Circuit Assistant Public Defender Midori Lowry and Eighth 
Judicial Circuit Assistant State Attorney Darla Whistler offer a pose for the 
press when requested. 
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     Eighth Judicial Circuit Assistant State Attorney Darla Whistler, Eighth Judicial 
Circuit Assistant Public Defender Midori Lowry and Mental Health Coordinator Jan 
Gibson are other members of the team of professionals who helped these two 
individuals succeed. 
     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 
     Judge Browning is the judge who agreed to be onboard for the program. 
     The team succeeded in obtaining a startup grant for the Mental Health Court in Levy 
County. 
     The presentation of certification of achievement, Gibson said, typically results after 
from six months to a year of work by the participant. Participants 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, Gibson said. 
     As Judge Browning opened the graduation celebration Thursday, he noted this first 
person has succeeded by meeting all of the challenges she faced since entering Levy 
County Mental Health Court. The mother of the first graduate honored Thursday was by 
her adult daughter’s side. 
     Only the judge, two deputy clerks from the Office of Levy County Clerk Danny Shipp, 
Whistler, Lowry, Gibson and one member of the press also were present. 
     “You are the person who shouldered the responsibility of being successful,” Judge 
Browning told the honoree, “no one else.” 
     The judge said he looks forward to seeing more people succeeding in this program. 
     This young woman obtained a job, has an apartment now and a car. Next on the list is 
starting classes at college and working toward becoming certified to counsel youths. 
     Judge Browning mentioned that he started his education after high school by 
attending community college, which is where he met the woman who he married. 
     There are going to be good days and days that are more difficult. When this graduate 
of Levy County Mental Health Court has a tough day, they can call on the judge or 
Whistler, Gibson or Lowry, he said. He told the teleconferencing graduate the same 
thing. 
     Likewise, these professionals will write letters of recommendation to help in the 
college entrance process if asked to do so. 
     As Whistler spoke to the first graduate, she mentioned they have only seen each other 
on Zoom up to this point due to COVID-19 protocols for safety. 



HardisonInk.com 
     Whistler said she saw this woman start slowly in the program when she was allowed 
to begin it in 2019, but then she showed great progress that kept going up to the point of 
completion. 
     Whistler said the whole team is very proud of this graduate’s success. She presented 
her with flowers, a card and a gift certificate to Walmart. 
      Whistler presented the graduate with a very significant document. It shows that the 
woman has no criminal history. The charges are dropped by the Eighth Judicial Circuit 
State Attorney’s Office. This clean slate offers a second chance for the woman to move 
forward without that anchor of any crime hanging on her like an albatross around her 
neck. 
     The recipient expressed her gratitude for all of the help given to her in this part of her 
life as she grew up. 
     The judge said Assistant State Attorney Whistler and Assistant Public Defender 
Lowry are the gatekeepers to select potential participants in this diversionary program. 
     Assistant Public Defender Lowry told the graduate that “This is a very important life 
lesson. 
     “When you do the work to help yourself,” Lowry continued, “people will help you 
out.” 
     By putting forth this effort to better herself, Lowry told the woman, this is what 
brought the success. 
     Mental Health Coordinator Gibson spoke about the woman who is the third graduate 
from the Levy County Program. 
     Gibson said she saw this young woman graduate from high school after entering the 
program. She got a job, got a car, and completed all requirements needed to complete 
the program. 
     Gibson urged the woman to not let anyone bring her down to the point where she 
was. 
     “You have your whole life ahead of you,” Gibson said. “I think you can do anything.” 
     The graduate said she wants to be a therapist because she believes her experience can 
be used to help other young people. After working another month at her job, she 
anticipates being able to start college. 
      The judge told the woman that her future is bright. 
     “You’re not waiting for your future to come to you,” Judge Browning said. “You are 
coming to your future.” 
     Every report that he has heard from the graduate, Browning said, he saw that she was 
succeeding from her own initiative. 
     “Keep going after your dreams,” Browning said, “because you can attain them. You 
have shown a lot of self-motivation, a strong will and just very good insight into what 
you need to do.” 
     The second recipient will be presented with the certificate of achievement and other 
artifacts from this success.  

 


