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Dear Colleagues, Partners, and Friends,

How much time do we spend thinking about how the choices we make today may shape someone else’s
tomorrow? It is a meaningful question for all of us, especially in the work we do each day for Tennesseans
living with mental illness and substance use challenges.

So often, our work asks us to look beyond what is right in front of us and remember that even small
decisions can have a lasting effect in the lives of others. It also asks us to keep growing—to keep asking
how we can be the best we can be in the roles we have been given. A big part of that comes from paying
attention to the people who have helped guide us along the way. We all have mentors, teachers, and
leaders whose examples have shown us something about service, humility, and steady leadership.
There’s great value in learning from those people and carrying those lessons forward in our own work.

Here at TDMHSAS, we are also thinking carefully about how to make the best use of our time. New
technologies, including artificial intelligence and other tools, can help us handle certain tasks more quickly
and efficiently. And when that happens, it gives us more time and energy to put where it belongs—toward



helping the Tennesseans we are called to serve, strengthening our programs, and staying focused on the
mission we care so deeply about. Used wisely, these tools do not take away from the heart of our work.
They simply give us another way to support it.

In the coming month, | hope all of us will take a little time to reflect on how our choices, our willingness to
keep learning, and our care for the people we serve can make a difference not just today, but well into the
future.

May your work continue to be blessed,

Marie
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Tennessee’s Day of Hope

Thank you to all of the amazing community partners who made the 7th annual Day of Hope a success all
across Tennessee. Dozens of events shined the spotlight on the role of hope in all our lives and
especially in the behavioral health field.

Pictured Above: Kay Higgs with STARS Nashville leads a panel discussion of for their Day of Hope event aimed at
energizing pastors in the work. Pictured Below: Hybrid Lifeline Peer Project Coordinator Nikki Green brought the
Day of Hope message to a great gathering of the Dyer County Health Council.



Pictured Above: Shelby County Faith Based Community Coordinator Arsania Wright presents Governor Bill Lee’s
Day of Hope proclamation at an event at Washington Chapel Christian Methodist Episcopal Church. Pictured
Below: (Left) Hybrid Lifeline Peer Project Coordinator Randall Byrge organized a community cleanup in Scott
County, (Right) Lifeline Peer Project Coordinators Dylan Johnson and Chris Hodges were part of a resource-

packed Day of Hope event in Jackson County.
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Pictured Above: Commissioner Williams shared some words of encouragement (and snapped some selfies) at the
Jackson - Madison County Day of Hope event on March 17. Pictured above with Shelby Fisher, Faith-Based
Community Coordinator (left) and Mike Sullivan, Lifeline Peer Project Coordinator (right).

Celebrating Children’s Advocacy Days



The department was proud to contribute to and participate in the 2026 Children’s Advocacy Days on
March 10, hosted by our valued partners at the Tennessee Commission on Children and Youth. This
annual gathering, centered this year on “Building Bridges to Success: Moving Forward for
Tennessee’s Children and Youth,” offers an important opportunity to reflect on progress and help shape
the future of youth-serving systems across our state. Deputy Commissioner Matt Yancey joined
Department of Children’s Services Commissioner Margie Quinn and Dr. Emily Hawkinson of the
Tennessee Department of Health for a panel discussion (pictured above) on how each agency is
advancing the conference’s vision through its work with children, youth, and families. Team members from
the Division of Children and Youth Mental Health Services also attended and contributed to this
meaningful event. We are grateful to Executive Director Richard Kennedy and the entire Tennessee
Commission on Children and Youth team for creating a space that brings advocates together around
shared purpose, practical strategies, and a stronger future for Tennessee’s children and youth.



The Tennessee Commission on Children and Youth
Presents

Pictured Above (L to R): Richard Kennedy, Kristen Mengelberg, Ashley Jasinski, Jude White, Brent Robinson,
Melissa Binkley, Caitlin Wright, Beth Goodner, Jaime Herndon, Dr. Altha Stewart.

Office of Housing and Homeless Services
Updates

TDMHSAS on the National Stage



TDMHSAS Housing and Homeless Services
Assistant Director Christy Spangler and
Program Manager/State PATH Contact
Ashley Siebert represented Tennessee as one
of 20 states to participate in SAMHSA's
Learning Collaborative on Cross-System
Coordination to Address Unsheltered
Homelessness Among Individuals with Serious
Mental lliness.

Christy and Ashley came back grateful for the
lessons learned from other states and thankful
for the many partnerships and rich
communication we have in Tennessee to the
benefit of the people we are able to serve.

Consumer Housing Specialists Get New Name

The Consumer Housing Specialists working across the state as a part of the Creating Homes Initiative
are getting a new name! Adding “Peer” into the job title more directly references their Certified Recovery
Peer Specialist (CPRS) credential. The Peer Housing Specialists work with community housing
stakeholders to build connections, develop resources, and support community education. They research
and build a database of housing resources, housing options, and community housing programs.



The first new team member to have the Peer
Housing Specialist title is Jamie Willis! She’s
the new Peer Housing Specialist for Region
6. - Northwest Tennessee. Jaime is a 2014
graduate of Bethel University, where she earned
a Bachelor’s Degree in Human Services. She
has been with Carey Counseling Center for
almost three years and is excited to embark on
this new chapter in her career.

TDMHSAS Office of Faith-Based Initiatives
Forges New Partnerships



Pictured left to right: Jaime Harper, Shawna Clay-Forrest, Dr. Paulette O'Gilvie, Pastor Ella Clay, Brandon Wilson

The TDMHSAS Faith-Based Initiative continues to open up new partnerships and opportunities for
collaboration and learning. During the 68th Annual Garnett-Nabrit Lectures, Director Jaime Harper had
the opportunity to meet with several members of the leadership team at American Baptist College (ABC)
in Nashville to discuss areas of need affecting students and clergy in the community. As a result of those
conversations, plans are underway to continue discussions in the coming weeks and months to establish
clergy support groups, recovery support groups, and behavioral health education for students, faculty,
staff, and administrators. These efforts will include ABC as well as area HBCUs, which were also
represented at the event.

Jaime also met with leaders from the education department and selected clergy during lunch to explore
ways to help create a recovery-friendly environment across campus. Throughout the presentation,
several students, faculty, staff, and administrators engaged in meaningful dialogue, both during and after
the session. These conversations provided leadership with valuable insight into how substance misuse
and mental health challenges are currently impacting the campus community. The 68th Annual Garnett-
Nabrit Lectures created a timely opportunity for connection and collaboration, and ABC appears ready to
take action and strengthen support for those in need.



Tennessee’s IPS Program Selected for Federal
Employment Grant

The U.S. Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) has selected Tennessee
as a NEON Core State for 2026 under the National Expansion of Employment Opportunities Network
(NEON). This grant will support Tennessee in embedding Individual Placement and Support (IPS)—a
proven, evidence-based employment model—into IDD services, with a special focus on individuals
navigating co-occurring mental health and developmental/intellectual diagnoses. Tennessee will benefit
from extensive support, receiving 500+ hours of targeted, state-level technical assistance per year, over
the next 3 years—aligned with NEON principles—to foster cross-agency collaboration between vocational
rehabilitation, mental health, IDD services, and workforce systems. Guidance from NEON will bolster
Tennessee’s ability to scale effective employment practices, utilize outcome data, and optimize funding
streams—blending, braiding, and sequencing resources to support IPS expansion within IDD. Tennessee
will connect with national and state intermediary organizations to tackle complex system challenges and
ensure readiness for IPS integration in IDD services. Learn more here

MHI Happenings

Tyson Keller, the Director of Adjunctive
Therapy at MBMHI, gave a one-hour live
webinar presentation about the award

winning Bleyzer program to the Psychiatric
Rehabilitation Educational Program (PREP)
program. The PREP organizes one-hour live
webinars through the Rutgers Institute

for Inpatient Psychiatric Rehabilitation (IIPR)
organization. The purpose of this webinar was
to increase clinical knowledge and skills for staff
working in publicly funded psychiatric hospitals
about the Bleyzer program. There were 50-100
people registered for the webinar, and Mr.
Kellers presentation was well received and
appreciated by those in attendance.

Events



SAVE THE DATE!

SATURDAY
MAY 9TH, 2026 BlEsi: .

Save the Date:
RIP’s Spring
Festival

Join us for the Regional Intervention Program’s
Spring Festival as we celebrate Children’s
Mental Health Action Week, May 3-9. This
event is designed to bring families and
community members together for a day of fun,
connection, and access to valuable resources
that support children’s well-being.

Team Updates

Best Wishes and
Happy Retirement to

Tommy Farmer

Commissioner Williams and Assistant
Commissioner Taryn Sloss surprised Tommy
Farmer with a basket of goodies and a certificate
of recognition and appreciation from the
department at his last Dangerous Drugs Task
Force Meeting February 27. Throughout his
career at the Tennessee Bureau of Investigation,
Tommy fostered meaningful collaboration between
public safety and behavioral health, creating
opportunities that better served citizens across
our state. His compassion for Tennesseans
struggling with addiction and his belief in both
accountability and hope helped save countless
lives and strengthen families. Through tireless
efforts to educate, inform, and empower
communities, he built partnerships that will
continue to benefit our work for years to come. His
support has meant more than he will ever know—
not only to our department, but to the tens of
thousands of Tennesseans whose lives are safer
and healthier because of his service.



Nakita Watts Joins TDMHSAS as SOTA

Field Coordinator

Welcome to Team TDMHSAS, Nakita Watts!
Nakita will be serving as the new State Opioid
Treatment Authority Field Coordinator. She has
more than 20 years of experience in healthcare
operations, behavioral health, substance abuse

treatment, and program development. In her
role, Nakita will support initiatives that improve
systems of care and strengthen community
partnerships. She’s a licensed social worker and
also holds advanced degrees in counseling
psychology and educational leadership.
Welcome, Nakita!

PLANNING & POLICY

Council Meetings

Adult Committee

Wednesday, April 8, 2026

10:00 a.m. - 11:00 a.m. CST

Andrew Jackson Building

Conference Room 5.1 South, 5th Floor
500 Deaderick Street

Nashville, TN 37243

Region VI

Tuesday, April 14, 2026
1:30 p.m. - 3:00 p.m. CST
Aspell Recovery Center
331 N. Highland
Jackson, TN 38301

Region Il

Thursday, April 16, 2026
10:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m. EST
AIM Center

471 W. MLK Blvd.
Chattanooga, TN 37402

Region ViI

Tuesday, April 28, 2026

11:30 a.m. - 1:30 p.m. CST
Church Health

1350 Concourse Ave., Suite 142
Memphis, TN 38104

To verify the schedule and plans for future meetings, please visit the department website at these

links:

Statewide & Committee Meeting Schedule (tn.gov)

Regional Council Meeting Schedule (tn.gov)

TDMHSAS is committed to providing individuals with disabilities an equal opportunity to
participate in and benefit from TDMHSAS programs, activities, and services. To request reasonable



accommodations or modifications, please contact Amy Holland at amy.holland@tn.gov at least 10
business days prior to the meeting. Requests for accommodations or modifications made after
the deadline will be honored to the maximum extent feasible, but it may not be possible to fulfill

them.

Essential Resources
TN
REDLINE §“'

1.800.889.9789

LIEELINE

Call or text 988 and press 0 to talk to a trained Call or text the Tennessee REDLINE at 800-
counselor who can help. You can also chat with 889-9789 for free and confidential referrals to
988lifeline.org. services.




