
Physician assistants (PA) are part 
of the answer to our shortage 
of medical professionals that 

is limiting access to health care. It’s 
an increasing problem across the 
country, especially in rural Arkansas. 

Nationally certified and state 
licensed, PAs have gained the trust of 
patients. They are helping to achieve 
cost savings for U.S. health care. 
More than 100,000 PAs are currently 
certified to practice medicine in all 50 
states.1 Arkansas has approximately 
330 licensed PAs practicing 
throughout the state. Arkansas had 
the second highest growth (18%) of 
certified PAs in the nation.2 

Charlie Pillow has been a 
licensed PA in Arkansas since 1997 
and has provided health care in 
rural Arkansas for many years. He 
knows first-hand the desperate 
need for better access to health 
care providers. “Access is the key to 
health care, and PAs provide access,” 
Pillow says. “There are many single 
moms and children who need health 
care and need it where they live.” 

WHAT IS A PA?
PAs practice patient-centered 

medicine on health care teams with 
physicians and other providers. Their 

specific duties depend on the setting 
as well as their experience. 

PAs are trained to be versatile and 
comprehensive. They can: 
• Take medical histories and conduct 

physical exams
• Diagnose and treat illnesses and 

manage chronic conditions
• Develop and implement  

treatment plans
• Initiate and maintain patient-

centered therapies
• Monitor patient responses to 

therapy programs
• Order and interpret tests
• Counsel and educate patients on 

illness and preventive care
• Assist in surgery
• Write prescriptions
• Make rounds in hospitals and 

nursing homes
• Facilitate access to health  

care resources

Trained as general practitioners, 
PAs have the capability to work in 
most areas of medicine. PAs are fully 
qualified to provide many of the 
same services as a physician. Each 
physician-PA team must ensure 
that the PA’s scope of practice and 
access to the supervising physician 
is identified, the delegation of tasks 
is appropriate and performance 
evaluation is established.

Almost 40 percent of the 
country’s PAs practice in medically 
underserved counties. About a third 
practice in primary care; the balance 
practice in specialty medicine. In 
terms of practice settings, they are 
evenly divided between hospitals, 
group or solo physician’s practice, 
and the remaining third work in 
community health centers, nursing 
homes, industry, prisons, education, 
research or administration.1 The U.S. 
Department of Veteran Affairs is the 
largest employer of PAs. 

ARKANSAS’ PA TRAINING
Arkansas has two PA training 

programs, at Harding University and 
the University of Arkansas for Medical 
Sciences. 

The Harding University Physician 
Assistant program (HUPA) is fully 
accredited and directed by Michael 
Murphy, MD. Begun in 2007, it has 
graduated 271 medical providers. 
More information on HUPA at https://
www.harding.edu/academics/
colleges-departments/allied-health/
physician-assistant-program

The University of Arkansas for 
Medical Sciences’ PA program (UAMS 
PA) began in 2013 and is directed by 
Patricia Kelly, PhD, MMSc, PA-C. The 
program has provisional status and 
graduated its first class in May 2015. 
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More information on UAMS PA at 
http://healthprofessions.uams.edu/
programs/physicianassistant/

Both PA training programs utilize 
a 28-month educational program. It 
includes a year of intensive classroom 
learning in courses with medical 
students in basic sciences, behavioral 
sciences and clinical medicine. 
Students are trained on the physician 
model of medicine, utilizing medical 
school curricula. Emphasis is placed 
on general medical practice as well as 
hands-on training. Training stresses 
the importance of listening and 
establishing two-way communication 
with patients.

After the classroom work, 
students spend 2,000 hours in clinical 
rotations including family, internal 
and emergency medicine, obstetrics 
and gynecology, pediatrics, general 
surgery and psychiatry.

Many PA students have already 
worked in other areas of health care 
before coming to PA programs. Upon 
completion, students earn a master of 
science degree in physician assistant 
studies. The "PA-C" after a PA's name 
means they are currently certified.

CERTIFICATION AND LICENSURE
Upon graduation, each PA is 

tested and certified through the 
National Commission on Certification 
of Physician Assistants (NCCPA). 
Before they can practice, PAs who 
graduate from an accredited program 
must pass the PA National Certifying 
Exam administered by the NCCPA, 
and be licensed by the state. To 
maintain certification, PAs must 
complete a recertification exam every 
10 years and complete 100 hours of 
continuing medical education every 
two years.1 

The management of PA practice 
is specified in the Arkansas Medical 

Practices Act Acts 1999, No. 851, 
§ 1.3 Each PA collaborates with a 
supervising physician through a 
team-based approach. In Arkansas, 
PAs are allowed to practice 
within a 60-minute driving radius 
of their supervising physician. 
The physician must always be 
available by phone. During the 
first 120 days of employment, the 
supervising physician must review 
and countersign 100 percent of 
a PA’s documentation of patient 
encounters and procedures 
performed; a minimum of 10 
percent thereafter. Hospital and 
facility patient encounters must 
have 100 percent review and 
countersign.3 PAs can carry a 
patient cohort in collaboration 
with their supervising physician. 

QUALITY AND COST SAVINGS
In a large national study 

published last year in the Journal of 
the American College of Cardiology, 
researchers found that the quality 
of outpatient care provided by 
health care teams that included PAs 
or nurse practitioners was equal 
to or better than care provided 
by physician-only teams.⁴ 

Being part of a physician-PA 
team allows PAs to practice 
medicine within the physician’s 
scope of practice. This permits 
physicians to manage more complex 
patients, thus expanding access 
to health care professionals. 

Practices that include PAs are 
more cost effective than those 
without PAs. PAs can enter the 
workforce quickly, and their flexibility 
allows them to adapt to workforce 
needs in most specialties and health 
care settings. The demand for PAs has 
risen by over 300 percent since 2012, 
leading Forbes and other business 

publications to rank PA as the number 
one job in America.⁵ 

While PAs always work as part of a 
physician-lead team, the services they 
provide are usually billed under the 
PA’s name, depending on the payer. A 
physician does not have to be on site 
or see the patient. 

PA medical and surgical services 
are covered by nearly all private 
payers, and by Medicare, Medicaid 
and TRICARE.

POPULAR WITH PATIENTS
PAs are well accepted by patients. 

In a Harris Poll conducted in late 
2014,1 93 percent of patients who 
have interacted with a PA reported 
that PAs:
• Are trusted health care providers
• Make it easier to get an 

appointment
• Improve health care quality  

and outcomes
• Add value to health care teams
• Explain treatments in an 

understandable way
• Are part of the solution to the 

provider shortage 
• Have educated them about how to 

stay well and prevent illness s

Ms. Bruner has been a physician 
assistant for 10 years, is active in state 
and national PA organizations and 
is a board member of the Arkansas 
Academy of Physician Assistants.  
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