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It is with great sadness that I announce the 

passing of Ronald (Ron) Edwin Hays, ATR-

BC, LPC, on July 18, 2017 at the age of 71. 

He was a pillar in the art therapy 

community, teaching at numerous colleges 

and universities along the East Coast and 

abroad. 

 

Ron received his graduate degree in 

Creative Arts Therapy from Hahnemann 

University in Philadelphia and was an early 

practitioner in art therapy, starting in 1969.  

Ron's true passion was working with his 

students. In 1973, he served as the Director 

of Eastern Virginia Medical School's 

Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral 

Sciences Art Therapy Education Program, 

which he developed with Dr. Paul Fink.  Ron 

served as the Director of Adjunctive Therapies at the Norfolk Community Mental Health Center & 

Psychiatric Institute.  He taught at Old Dominion University, Rutgers University, the University of 

the Arts, Marywood University, Goldsmith College in London, and Haifa University in Israel.  In 

2009, Ron retired as Clinical Associate Professor within the Graduate Creative Arts Therapies 

Department, at Drexel University having served as the Director of the Program.  

 

During his tenure at Drexel, Ron developed several new courses for the Creative Arts in Therapy 

Program and received many honorable distinctions including the 2010 Alumni of the Year, the 1999 

Lindback Award; 1996 Service Award from Hahnemann; 1996 East High School (Des Moines) 

Alumni Hall of Fame Inductee; 1995 Teacher of the Year by the Hahnemann Graduate School 

Student Government; and Honorary Life Member of the Delaware Valley Art Therapy Association.  

 

Ron was instrumental in securing Pennsylvania State licensing for Creative Arts Therapists as 

Professional Counselors and served a six-year term as Chair of the Pennsylvania State Board of 

Social Workers, Marriage and Family Therapists, and Professional Counselors.  He also served on the 

Education Committee and was a Board Member for the American Art Therapy Association.  

Additionally, he served on the board for a number of Philadelphia nonprofits, including the Clay 

Studio.  Following retirement, Ron returned to his love of ceramics. 

 

Ron’s full obituary may be found here.  

 

Fellow art therapists were asked to share their memories and tributes of Ron.  The following is what 

they had to say: 

In memoriam: Ronald Hays, ATR-BC, LPC 

http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/delcotimes/obituary.aspx?pid=186176715
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Nancy Gerber, PhD, ATR-BC, LPC, Director of the Ph.D. Program at Drexel University, and 

former colleague: 

 

I am honored to celebrate with you the life of 

Ron Hays, our friend, and colleague, who was a 

man with a big presence, an embracing spirit, a 

big heart, and an even bigger laugh.  Everything 

about Ron was vibrant and vital from his 

personality right down to his ties and socks.  

Ron was one of a kind, a very special kind.  He 

applied his unique stamp, unbridled passion, 

and endless generosity to every aspect of his 

life—his family, friends and the field of art 

therapy.   

 

Ron embodied two of the most important 

qualities that, in my opinion, make an art 

therapist—he loved people, and he loved art.  

His natural and complete love of people 

contributed to his ability to be present with his clients, students, and colleagues.  He 

would listen, watch, and make keen and emotionally engaging observations that inspired 

his fellow travelers to think and re-think their pre-existing assumptions and beliefs about 

themselves and others. He believed strongly in the power of creativity to heal through 

arts-based self-expression, as well as the authenticity and the facility of imagery to tell 

our personal stories and narrate our internal lives.  This is what he practiced, and this is 

what he taught with unabashed, 

unapologetic, and bombastic fun-

infused commitment.  

 

Ron’s commitment extended beyond 

the art therapy room and classroom.  

His dedication to his chosen 

profession led him to develop and 

chair new educational programs, 

accept multiple teaching and 

professional speaking engagements, 

engage with scholars around the 

world, and both sit on and chair the 

state licensure board in Pennsylvania.  

He received numerous awards in 

recognition for his extensive 

contributions to teaching, leadership, 

and distinguished service in art therapy.   

 

But as we who knew him are so aware, Ron was not all business.  As hard as he worked, 

he also partied, laughed, danced, and savored every morsel of life.  In art therapy, we 

often teach that sensory, kinesthetic, imaginal and emotional knowledge holds many of 

the artifacts and memories of our early and current relational lives.  When I think of Ron 

that principle springs to life, personifying the way that I know, knew, and remember him.  

Nancy Gerber, Myra Levick, and Ron Hays. 

Nancy Gerber and Ron Hays 
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I can still sense his capacity to love, to give the best hugs, to enjoy smelly cheese and 

wallow in dark chocolate, to channel music and dance, to dive into and live in his clay, to 

radiate color, and to express his beliefs with both passion and humility. 

 

Because Ron was such a brilliant presence who embodied life so fully and completely, I 

am not sure it is possible to capture here, who he was and who he will forever be to the 

myriad of students, colleagues, friends, and family whose lives he touched and changed.  

But I do know that Ron had a way of infusing his infectious personality into any 

relationship with such a powerful sensory and emotional experience that it left a lasting 

imprint on the soul, making it not only easy to remember him, but also to experience him 

and bring him to life in our hearts.  The universe is about to welcome a new big bang and 

bright star that will add light, love, and laughter–safe travels, Ron. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(From left): Elyssa (daughter), Ron, and Nancy Hays, ATR-BC. 

Myra Levick, Ph.D., ATR-BC, HLM, Director, South Florida Art Psychotherapy Institute: 

  

Ron Hays was my student, my colleague, my replacement – twice – and most important, 

my friend and confidant.  His accomplishments and contributions to our field are 

legendary.  What better art therapist and individual to be invited by Paul Fink, M.D. to 

Norfolk, VA to start a graduate art therapy program at Eastern Virginia Medical School? 

Who more qualified to return to Philadelphia and assume directorship of the Art Therapy 

program at Hahnemann when I became Director and Coordinator of the MCAT program 

at that Medical School and University?  And when I retired, he was chosen by all to 

assume that position.  But my most precious memory of Ron took place just three years 

ago.  I was in Philadelphia to celebrate my 90th birthday with family.  Ron, Nancy (his 

wife), and I went out for brunch.  When I got into the car, Nancy gave me a package and 

said Ron knew it was my birthday and had chosen a bowl he had made to give to me as a 

birthday gift.  I took it back to Florida, where it sits prominently in my living room.  I 

shall treasure it for as long as I am here... There are no words to express my heartfelt 

condolences to Nancy and his family.  I send love to all. 

(From left): Elyssa (daughter), Ron, and Nancy Hays, ATR-BC. 
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Bruce Moon, Ph.D., ATR-BC, HLM, Retired Professor and Chair of the Art Therapy Department 

at Mount Mary University: 

 

Where does one begin to pay tribute to a friend of nearly 40 years, whom I saw for just a 

few hours for a few days nearly every year since 1975?  I suppose, at the beginning.  I met 

Ron at my first AATA conference.  He was hard to miss.  He was boisterous, gregarious, 

opinionated, and anything but shy about sharing his opinions.  Ron had a laugh that could 

carry across a crowded hotel ballroom, and he was a guy close to my age.  There were 

precious few of us back then.  

 

Ron was a colleague/protégé of Myra Levick, and at that time, I was Don Jones’ 

apprentice.  Myra and Don were longtime friends, debaters, and collaborators, so it was 

natural that Ron’s and my relationship was born with elements of camaraderie and 

competition.  In some ways, we were 2nd generation champions of the art 

psychotherapy/art-as-therapy dialectic.    

 

There was a good number of times over the years when Ron and I found ourselves on 

opposing sides of various philosophic or strategic questions challenging the art therapy 

profession.  Yet, there was never a conflict that seriously threatened the underlying sense 

that we were in this thing together, and we always managed to have a blast at the Saturday 

night dance at the conference (He could really dance – I just pretended to).  

 

I recall one such conflict from when I was writing the first edition of Ethical Issues in Art 

Therapy.  I interviewed several colleagues regarding the question of who owns the art 

works that are created in art therapy sessions.  Ron’s position was that the clinical facility 

owned the work and he used the analogy of client art being akin to any other test 

procedure.  He gave the example of a urine sample, adding, “No one ever asks for their 

urine back – why should a patient get their art?”  Ron and I went ‘round and ‘round on 

that one, but again, never lost the sense or mutual respect and fraternity.   

 

I will miss his laughter, compassion, and deep commitment to our profession.  I am sure 

that every time I see someone wearing really outlandish socks, I will smile and think of 

my friend and colleague, Ron Hays. 
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Marie Wilson, Ph.D., ATR-BC, ATCS, ACS, LPC, Professor, School of Psychology & 

Counseling, Coordinator of Art Therapy Program was a former colleague: 

 

Ron gave me my first opportunity to teach as an adjunct in the art therapy program at 

Hahnemann Hospital in 1987, and I credit him with my long career as an art therapy 

educator.  He was larger-than-life, lived fully, and with passion.  He loved good whiskey, 

good food, and time spent with colleagues and friends.  Ron loved to dance; his big smile 

and large presence were hard to miss on the dance floor. 

 

Sandy Sheller, MA, ATR-BC, LPC, Art & Family Therapist, President, The Sheller Family 

Foundation, a former student: 

 

I will always remember Ron as an amazing professor, artist, art therapist, and person who 

inspired so many to value art therapy and to advance in the profession.  As a student, I 

remember how he encouraged professionalism by pushing us to participate in the National 

Art Therapy Conference, how he prepared us for job interviews including the tough task 

of asking for a salary commensurable with our abilities, and how he cautioned us to use 

“CYA’s (cover your ass)” in all therapeutic notes.  He helped us get comfortable in the 

role of the therapist with his many pearls of wisdom.  I can still hear him saying, “We 

can’t make anyone better.  We do not have power over anyone.  They get better in 

response to what we offer them”, “You can’t hurt the patient more than they are already 

hurting.  After you create the holding environment, you can start poking.  Peel away the 

layers to see the individual behind the behavior.  Making interpretations is all about 

timing”, and, “The diagnosis and label are often less important than understanding the 

patient dynamically”.  

 

He told the story that we all come into this 

world with some psychic soldiers that help us 

navigate life (some start out with more than 

others).  These soldiers march us to victory, 

but whenever we experience conflict or 

trauma, some of our troops are left behind, 

leaving us with less energy.  Each time we 

work to resolve these injuries and use adaptive 

defenses, soldiers are released back to us for 

our journey to victory.  Ron’s battle with 

Alzheimer’s disease was certainly a challenge 

that he faced, but I believe in his wonderfully 

curious and playful way, he was able to hold 

onto enough psychic soldiers that he was 

victorious.  We will all miss him 

tremendously, but he will not be forgotten.  Art 

Therapy has come a long way in its young life, 

and in good part, we owe to Ron.  

 

 

 

 

 

Sherry Lyons, ATR-BC and Ron teaching at 

Hahnemann’s art therapy program. 
Sherry Lyons, ATR-BC and Ron teaching at 

Hahnemann’s art therapy program. 
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Juliet L. King MA, ATR-BC, LPC, LMHC, Director Art Therapy, Herron School of Art and 

Design, Hahnemann Art Therapy class of ’98: 

 

My admission to Hahnemann’s program marked a turning point in my career and life. It 

was surreal that I had such a good experience interviewing with someone so powerful and 

buoyant yet completely approachable and without judgment.  I often tell stories to my 

students about Ron, the “granddaddy of art therapy.”  He would say, “It’s in the art, not 

the chart.  We are human beings, not human doings!  Kids are baby goats; a child is a 

child!”  In the old MCP laboratory classroom, he chose artwork to discuss in class by 

taking a broom and poking the ceiling tiles until his stash of pictures fell to the ground.  

He would sit in his flamboyant ties and socks, drinking 2-litre bottles of ½ frozen, Diet 

Coke and tell us what things meant, how they were connected, and eventually, got us to 

explain it ourselves.  Ron helped us understand that fluids in artwork are interchangeable; 

in the unconscious, elements often have similar meanings but appear censored, or look a 

different way.  We learned so much from Ron; it was so much fun.  I am so very grateful 

to have been a student of Ron’s and humbled to have been his colleague.  In his honor, 

may we all work together to build the bridges that help us understand more about what we 

don’t already know. 

 

Bobbi Stoll, ATR-BC, HLM, Past President (’93-95): 
 

I can’t think of Ron without delighting in his squinty-eyed and deep resonating laughter, a 

feature for which he was very well known.  I first witnessed this feature during the 1980’s 

when Ron and I both served on the AATA Board, attended AATA’s annual conferences, 

and endured intense day-long meetings of the Board twice a year. 

  

No matter how exhausting a day had been, Ron gathered a group of the willing, still alert, 

and able to go dancing at a night spot he’d already found in whatever town or city we 

were meeting.  But, be assured, he’d still be a spitfire Board member in the next day’s 

meeting! 

  

Over the years, Ron’s career in academia moved from Virginia to Philadelphia and 

gradually became more 

administrative. Like Peter Pan, 

Ron never lost his perpetual youth 

and boyishness.  At AATA’s 28th 

Conference at the Pfister Hotel in 

Milwaukee, he learned that high 

tea would be served at 4:00 PM in 

the lobby.  He literally dragged me 

to our first high tea and the 

beginning of a tradition that was 

repeated at 4:00 PM on one day of 

future AATA Conferences as long 

as he was able to attend.  When the 

conference was in Albuquerque, I 

laughingly said, “You’ll never find 

a tea room in New Mexico.”  I had 

to eat my words because Ron put 
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me in a taxi to the quaintest, most charming, and authentic English Tea Room we’d ever 

found. 

  

I was stunned by his first conference absence and 

puzzled when his Hahnemann colleagues didn’t 

know why he wasn’t there.  

 

 I called him at home, and he tearfully said he 

was not ready to go public but wanted me to 

know he’d just been diagnosed with Alzheimer's 

and lamented, “What can I tell my 15-year-old 

daughter?”  

  

If there’s a fitting Ron Hays symbol, it’s a bottle 

of good single malt scotch, his standard drink, the 

mention of which illuminates his face and puts a 

twinkle in his eyes. 

  

I’m sure Ron will find an English Tea Room and, hopefully, a plentiful supply of very-

fine single malt to fuel a peaceful rest.  I miss him terribly and treasure our brief time 

together after last year’s conference. 

 

Because Ron and his wife, Nancy have been colleagues and friends, I’d like to close with my 

own personal note.  Ron was a powerhouse and an inspiration; he was a master storyteller and 

bridge builder.  He stitched together concepts, people, and possibilities where there seemed to be 

a void or separateness, where waters were sometimes rough, and conditions seemed impassable.  

He made connections and unabashedly embodied the need to reach out to others, an explicit 

manifestation of linking land masses, like holding hands.  He created bridges not just for himself 

but for generations of art therapists.  May the memory of Ron Hays, a larger-than-life man with 

an infectious laugh, live on in the bridges we all continue to forge. 
 

Donations in Ron's memory may be made to the Drexel University Ronald E. Hays and Nancy 

Scheller Hays Art Therapy Scholarship Fund or the Clay Studio, Philadelphia, or the Delaware Valley 

Alzheimer's Association, or the charity of your choice.  Condolences may be made at 

http://www.ciavarellifuneralhomes.com/  
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