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A lifetime of service is what comes to mind 

when I think about Joan Phillips.  It seems as 

if she had been working to promote art 

therapy for decades.  My first encounter with 

Joan was when I was invited to speak at the 

workshop she organized annually at the 

University of Oklahoma (OU) in the late 80s.  

I have worked with her many times since 

then, and it is with sadness and admiration 

that I write this tribute to Joan. 

 

Joan’s carefree and warm nature belied her 

ability to dig in and continue to contribute 

even in the face of adversity.  For example, 

her enthusiasm for OU never waned even 

when, after years of teaching there, a graduate 

art therapy program still had not materialized.  This did not stop her from advocating for the field 

in Oklahoma and nationally with her boundless energy and wit. 

 

Service to the association and the profession was always placed above her own needs.  In the 

early 90s, she pushed an uncertain membership towards adding a certification organization as 

part of an effort to legitimize our work and before we knew it, the then-named Art Therapy 

Certification Board (ATCB) was 

launched, and the first exam took place in 

1994.  Joan did not stop there.  She 

continued to work for both the ATCB 

and the AATA (Board Member 95-96 & 

97-98) for many more years.  Joan was 

President of the ATCB (2000-2002) 

when I was President of the AATA 

(1999-2001).  Back in those days, the 

AATA President sat as a non-voting 

member on the ATCB.  It was then that I 

learned just how positive and powerful 

her leadership skills really were.  AATA 

was facing some difficult financial times, 

From left: Marcia Rosal, Joan Phillips, and Dave Gussak at  

Florida State University 
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and Joan did not hesitate to assist the AATA in getting 

back on its feet.  I will be forever grateful to her and to 

the ATCB for their significant and generous support of 

the AATA. 

 

Joan went on to serve the AATA as President (2007-

2009) and most recently  

served on the Past-Presidents Advisory Board.  She 

was also a Fulbright Scholar(Fall 2011) in Ireland and 

continued to lead tours of art therapy in Ireland for that 

last several summers.  She taught art therapy, not only 

at OU but also all across the country.  I was fortunate 

to host Joan at Florida State University several times.  

She brought her expertise on how to work with 

children and families after traumatic events.  Joan was 

on the frontlines of helping Oklahoma recover after the 

bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, 

Oklahoma City in April 1995.  Her experience in 

Oklahoma led her to join the Red Cross as a crisis 

counselor for many years. 

 

As my knowledge of Joan is incomplete, I asked others 

to add their thoughts on this indefatigable woman.  

Randy Vick met Joan early on as they studied art 

therapy together at Emporia State University.  Here is what he said: 

 

What I recall about our time together at ESU is that she was smart, funny, and spoke her 

mind.  We did not always see eye-to-eye but I have to say that it was almost as fun to 

argue a point with her as it was to laugh with her.  She was always a leader as has been 

amply demonstrated through her years of service with the AATA, the ATCB, and the 

Oklahoma Art Therapy Association.  She will be missed. 

 

Dr. Deborah Good worked alongside Joan on numerous occasions and was also on her doctoral 

dissertation committee: 

 

It was a delight to just be near Joan.  I had the great pleasure to not only work with her on 

committees and boards but to also participate as part of her doctoral and dissertation 

committees.  Joan received overwhelming respect from the sports players and coaches 

who participated in her art based research.  Through art therapy, she reached many 

athletes who learned to creatively release the stress that they faced on a daily basis.  She 

was an amazing researcher, clinician, educator and friend to all she met. 

 

Gaelynn Wolf Bordonaro served two terms on the AATA Board of Directors with Joan; that 

work grew into a deep friendship:  

 

Joan had a knack for making hard work fun.  She always had a plethora of art therapy 

roles, projects, programs, and ideas happening simultaneously, yet she managed each 

effort with grace and distinction.  Students were inspired by her authenticity and 

engagement.  As an international ambassador of art therapy, she formed and maintained 

Joan and James Bordonaro on the train in  

Dublin, Ireland. 
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relationships with art therapists in diverse regions of the globe.  Through her private 

practice and long career as an art therapy educator, she impacted the lives of countless 

individuals.  Immersion in the rhythms of city streets, walks in remote and raw 

landscapes, creative connections in the art studio, and the tiniest glimpses of beauty all 

inspired her poetry.  

 

I knew her name and of our shared interest in international art therapy years before I met 

her; that shared interest grew as our friendship did.  We would spend late nights at 

conferences conceiving high impact opportunities for our students (and exciting 

opportunities to work together).  Last summer, we initiated a study abroad experience for 

Emporia State University graduate art therapy students.  I’m so glad my students got to 

know and learn from Joan; the joy she found in learning, traveling, teaching, and opening 

doors was contagious.  Every visit with Dr. Joan Phillips was an adventure, and there 

were still so many more on the horizon. 

 

In closing, I want to add that Joan never let go of her good humor and fun-loving nature. Her 

presence could calm a room of anxious people.  This is a sign of a great therapist and a dedicated 

and laudable leader. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joan with Presidents and delegates of the creative arts therapies associations at the  

National Coalition of Creative Arts Therapies Associations annual meeting, April 9, 2016. 

http://arttherapy.org/aata-contactus

