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JOB DESCRIPTION 
Physician assistants (PAs) practice medicine under the supervision of physicians and surgeons. They should 
not be confused with medical assistants, who perform routine clinical and clerical tasks. PAs are formally trained 
to provide diagnostic, therapeutic, and preventive health care services, as delegated by a physician. Working as 
members of the health care team, they take medical histories, examine and treat patients, order and interpret 
laboratory tests and x rays, and make diagnoses. They also treat minor injuries, by suturing, splinting, and 
casting. PAs record progress notes, instruct and counsel patients, and order or carry out therapy. In 48 States 
and the District of Columbia, physician assistants may prescribe medications. 
Physician assistants work under the supervision of a physician. However, PAs may be the principal care 
providers in rural or inner city clinics, where a physician is present for only 1 or 2 days each week. PAs also may 
make house calls or go to hospitals and nursing care facilities to check on patients, after which they report back 
to the physician. 

EXPERIENCE & SKILLS 
Physician assistants need leadership skills, self-confidence, and emotional stability. They must be willing to 
continue studying throughout their career to keep up with medical advances.  
 
 

EDUCATION & TRAINING 
All States require that PAs complete an accredited, formal education program and pass a National exam to 
obtain a license. PA programs usually last at least 2 years and are full time. Most programs are in schools of 
allied health, academic health centers, medical schools, or 4-year colleges; a few are in community colleges, 
the military, or hospitals. Many accredited PA programs have clinical teaching affiliations with medical schools.  
Admission requirements vary, but many programs require 2 years of college and some work experience in the 
health care field. Students should take courses in biology, English, chemistry, mathematics, psychology, and the 
social sciences. Many PAs have prior experience as registered nurses, while others come from varied 
backgrounds, including military corpsman/medics and allied health occupations such as respiratory therapists, 
physical therapists, and emergency medical technicians and paramedics. 
 
 

SALARIES 
Entry level: $50,000 
Average: $69,410 

Experienced: $83, 560 
Hospitals: $70,310 

Clinical Practice: $74,264 
Doctors Offices: $69,210 

 
 

EMPLOYMENT & ADVANCEMENT PROSPECTS 
As they attain greater clinical knowledge and experience, PAs can advance to added responsibilities and higher 
earnings. However, by the very nature of the profession, clinically practicing PAs always are supervised by 
physicians. Employment of PAs is expected to grow much faster than average for all occupations through the 
year 2014, ranking among the fastest growing occupations, due to anticipated expansion of the health care 
industry and an emphasis on cost containment, resulting in increasing utilization of PAs by physicians and 
health care institutions. 
Physicians and institutions are expected to employ more PAs to provide primary care and to assist with medical 
and surgical procedures because PAs are cost-effective and productive members of the health care team. 
Physician assistants can relieve physicians of routine duties and procedures. Telemedicine—using technology 
to facilitate interactive consultations between physicians and physician assistants—also will expand the use of 
physician assistants. Job opportunities for PAs should be good, particularly in rural and inner city clinics, 
because those settings have difficulty attracting physicians.  

RELATED OCCUPATIONS 
• Physical Therapists 
• Registered Nurses 

• Occupational Therapists 
• Audiologists 

• Speech language 
Pathologists 

 

 
 

REFERENCES 
American Academy of Physician Assistants Information Center, 950 North Washington St., Alexandria, VA 
22314-1552. Internet: http://www.aapa.org 
 
National Commission on Certification of Physician Assistants, Inc., 12000 Findley Rd., Suite 200, Duluth, GA 
30097. Internet: http://www.nccpa.net 

http://stats.bls.gov/oco/oco20016.htm
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