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Honoring RTs

The FACES 
Foundation 

believes 
respiratory 

therapists are the 
unsung heroes of 

health care

Sharman Lamka of the 
FACES Foundation is 

recognizing respiratory 
therapists for the positive 

difference they make in 
the lives of respiratory 

patients and their 
families.

The PHIL Award
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A couple of years ago at at the 
AARC Congress, I was walking the 
exhibit hall floor, looking at the lat-
est and greatest in technology being 
offered in our profession. There 
were vendors everywhere, and re-
spiratory therapists from all over 
the world were strolling around. I 
saw ventilators, educational items, 
and other devices being shared with 
end users like me in an exchange 
of information unlike that which 
you’ll find at any other respiratory 
care event. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I 
spotted the booth for The FACES 
Foundation and The PHIL Award. I asked myself, what is 
The PHIL Award? Is this an award for respiratory thera-
pists that I am not aware of? How can this be? My curiosity 
got the best of me and I had to inquire. 

Just for RTs
I walked up to the booth and met Sharman Lamka, 

president and co-founder of  The FACES Foundation, which 
stands for Family And Caregiver Education & Support. 
She began to tell me about her late husband Philip, who 
passed away from an interstitial lung disease in 2005 at 
age 58, and about their personal experiences with respi-
ratory therapists. She described the profound impact our 
profession had on their family. The appreciation in her 
voice for those who cared for her husband was uplifting. 
She wanted to honor the people who influenced his care 
so greatly and realized there was not a system in place 
to do so. 

This desire gave birth to The PHIL (Pulmonary Health 
& Illnesses of the Lungs) Award, which was established to 
recognize outstanding respiratory therapists who provide 
exemplary care and treatment for patients with respira-
tory illnesses. Similar to the Daisy Award in nursing, The 
PHIL Award can be implemented in any hospital around 
the country. According to Lamka,  “Respiratory therapists 
are the unsung heroes in the medical profession. They are 
essential members of the health care team who made a 
great impact on my husband’s care, yet they are under rec-
ognized for their important work and role they provide.” 

A growing program
To get The PHIL Award going in 

individual hospitals, Lamka first 
reached out to hospitals in her home 
state of Michigan in 2007, with great 
success. Since then, over 50 hospitals 
in 16 states have joined this hospi-
tal-based recognition program to 
honor respiratory therapists. Patients 
and their families nominate RTs for 
their efforts in providing exemplary 
care for those with pulmonary dis-
ease. Honorees receive the organi-
zation’s appreciation sculpture, a 
signed framed certificate, and free 
registration to their AARC state soci-

ety annual conference.
Those who receive The PHIL Award embody quality, 

compassion, patient engagement, and improvement in 
health care. The award also acknowledges the important 
role RTs play in increasing patient satisfaction and safety. 
In addition, it recognizes that respiratory therapists are 
on the front lines when it comes to reducing readmission 
rates, which ultimately results in better health outcomes. 

The PHIL Award is the only national hospital-based 
award that recognizes respiratory therapists who are 
nominated mainly by patients, family members, and other 
caregivers for their efforts. For patients, every breath mat-
ters. The goal of The FACES Foundation is to grow The 
PHIL Award recognition program across the country while 
honoring the “best of the best” in the respiratory care 
profession. 

Organizations that are using the program understand 
that employee recognition isn’t just a nice thing to do for 
their staff but can be a driver to improve patient satis-
faction goals as well. A valued staff results in a proactive 
workforce that goes the extra mile and provides outstand-
ing care. As budgets are cut, an engaged staff is the hospi-
tal’s best asset to improve patient outcomes. Reward and 
recognition programs allow hospitals to recognize and 
retain quality staff. These programs can also be used as 
recruitment tools. 

Winners are touched
David Getty, MBA, RRT, RCS, director of St. Joseph Mercy 

Health System Respiratory Therapy in Ann Arbor, MI, has 
nothing but positive comments about his hospital’s ex-
perience with The PHIL Award. His organization was the 
first to honor a respiratory therapist through the program. 
According to Getty, “The PHIL Award is patient and family 
focused, recognizing respiratory therapists for the great 
patient care that they give from the mouths of those we 
serve.” 

Nurses have the Daisy Award. 

Now The PHIL Award is bringing 

similar recognition to respiratory 

therapists.

By Tabatha Dragonberry, 
MEd, RRT-NPS, AE-C, 
ACCS, CPFT, C-NPT
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Chris Riedy, RRT, who received the first PHIL Award, 
says, “Receiving this award was a great honor and I feel so 
lucky. I keep it on my fireplace mantel and when I look at 
it, it reminds me what I do really matters.” 

At St. Joseph Mercy Health System, the presentation 
of The PHIL Award is a big event. According to Christy 
Alexander, RRT, another PHIL Award recipient, “I did not 
know I was receiving the award until the day before. My 
boss and the ICU medical director were there with my col-
leagues. We all have bad days in our career and those bad 
days mean nothing when your patients honor you for the 
work you do. It made me feel so good. I knew in that mo-
ment that this is what I am supposed to be doing.” 

In speaking to Alexander, I could hear the passion she 
has for her profession in her voice. She continued to de-
scribe the kudos she received from those in her depart-
ment, nursing staff, and physicians, and how special this 
made her feel. She also says the award brought her full 
circle. As a student she attended a Michigan Society for 
Respiratory Care conference where she heard Lamka 
speak. The talk moved her to tears and she thought how 
special it was that the best therapists would receive The 

PHIL Award — never guessing that one day she would be 
one of them. 

Families tell the story
The following are excerpts from letters written by fam-

ily members of patients whose St. Joseph Mercy RTs were 
honored as PHIL award recipients. Together they exemplify 
how respiratory therapists can impact patient care on a 
professional and personal level. 

You talked and cried with my son as his dad was in critical 
condition, you touched his heart and mine. You talked to my 
son as a father would to his son. Thank you so much for being 
a wonderful respiratory therapist and being with us all night to 
help my son understand what was going on. Bless you. Don’t 
ever stop caring. You are an angel God sent.  
(Award recipient, Mutahr Mutahr, RRT)

The compassion that was shown was wonderful. I felt at ease 
with my grandson J.J. being in her care. It is really hard to put 
into words. I just felt like she cared for this baby like he was the 
only thing in the world that mattered.  
(Award recipient, Sharon Hixson, RRT)

Therapists Made a Difference

For more information on The FACES Foundation and The PHIL 
Award, please visit their website at www.thefacesfoundation.org. 
To learn more about how your organization can partner with FACES 
to honor and recognize outstanding respiratory therapists, contact 
Sharman Lamka directly at slamka@thefacesfoundation.org or  
(877) 505-2075 ext. 3. ■

When Phil Lamka was diagnosed with interstitial lung 
disease, neither he nor his wife, Sharman, had ever heard of 
a “respiratory therapist” — and they certainly never imagined 
their family would one day offer an award for therapists who 
deliver exceptional care to their patients.

But Phil’s experiences over his three years with the disease 
changed all that. “I didn’t know what a respiratory therapist did 
until Phil and I started on our journey,” says Sharman. Early on, 
RTs taught the former radio station manager and his wife how 
to manage the condition with home oxygen, enabling him to get 
out on the golf course and go out to lunch at his favorite places. 
“Phil wasn’t a great golfer but he enjoyed golf,” she says. “He 
would take his portable tank, take a whiff, get out of the cart and 
hit the ball, and get back in the cart and get back on his oxygen.”

However, as the disease progressed and hospitalizations 
were required, they came to know RTs as the people who could 

FACES is a national 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization, based 
in Milford, MI, whose mission is 
to acknowledge and promote 
professional excellence in 
the education and care of 
patients with pulmonary 
illnesses.  Established in 2006 
in memory of Philip C. Lamka, 
who passed away as a result 
of complications from an 
interstitial lung disease, FACES 
believes that professional 
excellence leads to improved 
health care outcomes among 
patients living with pulmonary 
illnesses.
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My husband needed aortic valve replacement surgery, which, 
with his lung condition, was highly risky. Eileen spent time 
helping both of us understand the complexities of high CO2 
levels and the use of oxygen for my husband. Her information 
and advice was the most complete for us in the five years he 
has needed oxygen. She is a GEM!  
(Award recipient, Eileen Stevens, RRT)

Melinda was very efficient and helpful. When we had 
questions about the respiratory situation my grandmother 
was in, she explained what was going on without confusion. 
Although my grandmother died there, our total experience at 
St. Joseph’s-Howell was one that we still talk highly about.  
(Award recipient, Melinda Allen-Gerweck, RRT) 

Moments that matter
As respiratory therapists, we become a part of peo-

ple’s lives when they are vulnerable and afraid. Our job 
is to help heal and educate. It is easy to become task- 
oriented as we go about our daily work completing venti-
lator checks, doing assessments, and starting nebulizers. 

These comments from family members prove that respi-
ratory therapists provide value through their compassion 
and the extra time they take to make patients and families 
feel better and truly understand what is happening. These 
moments are the ones patients and families remember. 
These moments are the ones that truly matter. 

The PHIL Award was created because one patient, Philip 
Lamka, received exceptional care from his RTs. Think of 
the impact you can have on the patients you care for day 
to day. ■

 
Tabatha Dragonberry is an assistant professor at Nova 

Southeastern University in Palm Beach Gardens, FL.  

help Phil breathe better when no one else could. Therapists 
taught Sharman breathing treatments she could use on Phil 
to help clear his lungs and they often went the extra mile to 
ensure he was as comfortable as possible. Seeing that Phil 
wasn’t tolerating the breathing mask prescribed for him, one 
therapist, Linda Folk, even came back in after her shift had 
ended and scoured the hospital to find another mask that would 
work better. Folk was nominated by Sharman as the first PHIL 
Award recipient at The University of Michigan. As his condition 
worsened, therapists turned his bed upside down to help find a 
path for oxygen to travel through his increasingly compromised 
lungs.

Respiratory therapists were at Sharman’s side at the end of 
Phil’s life, too, keeping her informed on what was happening 
and comforting her as death neared. “They were there for me 
when he took his last breath.”■


