What is a Physician Assistant?

A Physician Assistant, or PA, is a licensed and highly skilled health care professional, trained to provide patient evaluation, education and health care services.  They are licensed by the state and credentialed by a federal employer to practice medicine as delegated by and with the supervision of a physician.  Pas provide a broad range of medical and surgical services that traditionally have been performed by physicians.

The PA works as a member of a team with his or her supervising physician as a leader of a team.  PAs can meet the needs of patients in a variety of clinical settings.  PAs have long been recognized as quality health care providers.

What does a Physician Assistant do?

As part of their comprehensive responsibilities, Physician Assistants perform physical exams, diagnose illnesses, develop and carry our treatment plans, order and interpret lab tests, suture lacerations, apply casts, assist in surgery, provide patient education and preventative health care counseling and prescribe medications.

How does one become a PA?

All PAs must first graduate from a nationally accredited Physician Assistant program, then pass a national certification exam and be licensed by the state.  The typical person applying to a PA educational program has a bachelor’s degree and three to four years of health care experience.

Physician Assistant students receive a broad medical education in two phases.  The first phase includes classroom work and lab sessions.  The second phase is spent in clinics and hospitals working in such specialties as family medicine, internal medicine, pediatrics, emergency medicine, obstetrics and gynecology, geriatrics, surgery, psychology, and other specialties.  A PA’s education does not stop after graduation.  To be knowledgeable about new medical advances, PAs are committed to lifelong learning.  PAs take continuing medical education classes throughout their careers and sit for a national recertification exam every six years.

What types of services are provided by a PA?
A PA performs many diagnostic, preventative, and health maintenance services.  These services include but are not limited to the following list:

•  Taking health histories
•  Performing physical examinations
•  Ordering X-rays and laboratory tests
•  Performing routine and diagnostic tests

•  Establishing diagnoses
•  Treating and managing patient health problems

•  Administering immunizations and injections
•  Instructing and counseling patients

•  Providing referrals within the health care system
•  Performing minor surgery

•  Providing preventative health care services
•  Acting as first or second assistants during surgery

•  Responding to life-threatening emergencies

•  Providing continuing care to patients in home, hospital or

   extended care facility

What’s the difference between a PA and a Physician?

Physician Assistants are trained in medicine just like Physicians, and in some programs PAs attend many of the same classes as medical students.  Both professions are educated to detect disease and treat them, and to assist patients in living healthier lives.

A major difference between PA education and Physician education is the amount of time spent in their formal education.  In addition, Physicians are required to do an internship after graduation from medical school, and the majority of Physicians complete residency in a specialty following their internship.  PAs are not required to undertake an internship or residency.
What does the “C” in PA-C mean?

Physician Assistant Certified.  It means the person who holds the title passed the certification exam developed jointly by the National Board of Medical Examiners and the National Commission on Certification of Physician Assistants.  To maintain the “C” after PA, a Physician Assistant must log 100 hours of continuing medical education every two years and take the national recertification exam every six years.

How does a PA work with their Supervising Physician?

Each PA must be supervised by a physician.  The physician supervises the PA and is always available should the need arise.  The Supervising Physician/PA team works collaboratively to track and manage a patient’s progress.

