
  

 

November 16, 2020 
 
The Honorable Ted Kaufman 
Chairman 
Biden-Harris Transition Team 
1401 Constitution Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20230 
    
Dear Senator Kaufman: 
 
On behalf of the Physician Assistant Education Association (PAEA), the national organization 
representing the 268 accredited PA education programs in the United States, we are writing to 
congratulate President-elect Biden and Vice President-elect Harris on their recent victory and to express 
our desire to collaborate with the new administration on key health and education policy issues.  
 
For more than 50 years, PAs and PA education have played a critical role in meeting the health care 
needs of patients across the nation. Based upon the fast-track model of training physicians adopted 
during World War II, PA students complete a rigorous course of classroom-based and clinical education 
over a period of, on average, 27 months or seven full-time semesters. Following this education and the 
successful completion of a national certifying exam, PAs are eligible for state licensure to practice 
medicine in all specialties in collaboration with physicians and other healthcare team members. As 
generalist trained medical providers prepared to work in teams, they have the flexibility to change 
specialties to meet workforce needs in their communities over their careers. To ensure that patients can 
fully utilize the services of our graduates, we are committed to working with the incoming 
administration to eliminate all barriers preventing our member programs from meeting workforce 
demand. 
 
As the president-elect takes office, he will be confronted with a number of pressing challenges, including 
the ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and substance use disorder epidemic, combatting racial 
inequality, and ensuring equitable access to higher education for all students. PAEA is proud to be a 
leading voice on each of these issues and welcomes the opportunity to partner with the incoming 
administration on these and other critical priorities. 



 

 

 
Combatting COVID-19 and the Substance Use Disorder Epidemic 
 
As COVID-19 has ravaged communities throughout the United States, the urgent need for a well-trained 
frontline health workforce has never been more clear. However, while challenges for practicing 
providers were immediately apparent during the outset of the pandemic, the disruption COVID-19 has 
posed to the health workforce pipeline has received less attention. According to PAEA data, nearly 75% 
of PA programs report delaying the transition of students to the clinical phase of their education, the 
date of program completion or graduation for current students, or the matriculation of future cohorts of 
students as a result of the pandemic.1 Specific barriers raised by programs include inadequate supplies 
of personal protective equipment, clinical training site restrictions, and preceptor burnout.1  

 

As programs have worked diligently to adapt to the new environment created by COVID-19, many have 
found that the initial disruption has had an enduring impact. As of July 2020, more than 85% of PA 
programs report that existing clinical sites are now taking fewer students than before the beginning of 
the outbreak.1 Delayed student progression and this substantial reduction in clinical training capacity 
threaten to significantly exacerbate existing workforce shortages and restrict the capacity of the nation’s 
health care system to meet the needs of patients now and in the future. As the Biden administration 
responds to the ongoing impact of COVID-19, we urge you to prioritize increased investments in 
programs like Primary Care Training and Enhancement grants and Area Health Education Centers, 
which work to expand clinical education capacity at community-based practice sites. Fully restoring 
clinical training capacity for PA students through these and other investments must be a top priority to 
ensure that programs can meet the demand for the services of our graduates.  
 
Beyond improving clinical site capacity, we believe that the incoming administration can take additional 
steps to fully utilize PA students as a means of bolstering the current response to COVID-19. Since the 
outset of the pandemic, PAEA has been proud to participate in a campaign known as Students Assist 
America, an interprofessional collaborative, with the goal of fully integrating health professions students 
into the public health response to COVID-19. Through partnerships with the Department of Health and 
Human Services, state Medical Reserve Corps, and state governments, health professions students 
across the country have been increasingly integrated into efforts to bolster flu vaccination rates, and, 
ultimately, those for COVID-19 once current candidates obtain FDA approval. As this work continues, 
we encourage the incoming administration to: 
 

• Clarify current CDC guidance and questionnaires for state plans to explicitly include trained, 
supervised students as part of the vaccination workforce; 

• Encourage Governors to expand scope of practice, waive institutional liability, and establish 
agreements with academic institutions in their states to permit and encourage eligible, 
supervised health professions students to supplement the COVID-19 vaccination workforce; 
and 

• Engage the National Student Response Network and Students Assist America in the Biden-
Harris Plan to Beat COVID-19 as collaborators. 

 



 

 

As the nation responds to COVID-19, strengthening the federal response to the simultaneous substance 
use disorder (SUD) epidemic must also be prioritized. Since the federal declaration of the opioid 
epidemic as a public health emergency in October 2017, PAEA has taken strong action to address the 
epidemic by leveraging funding through the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) to bolster SUD education for PA students. In partnership with the American Academy of 
Addiction Psychiatry, PAEA launched the Medication-Assisted Treatment (MAT) Waiver Training 
Initiative in 2018 to integrate the training required to prescribe buprenorphine for the treatment of 
opioid use disorder into the curriculum of PA programs. As a result of these efforts, the percentage of 
PA programs requiring or offering this training for their students has risen from 3% in 2018 to over 70% 
as of 2020, significantly improving future PA workforce preparedness to prescribe MAT for patients. 
 
In addition to the MAT Waiver Training Initiative, PAEA has also worked to holistically improve SUD 
education for PA programs. In 2019, the Association received an Expansion of Practitioner Education 
(PRAC-ED-PA) grant to adapt and develop a standardized SUD curriculum for PA education. Following a 
period of testing with pilot PA programs, PAEA aims to disseminate this curriculum to all PA programs to 
ensure every student graduates with the training necessary to provide high-quality SUD care. 
 
The success of the MAT Waiver Training Initiative and PRAC-ED-PA illustrates the critical role that federal 
investments play to facilitate workforce preparedness to address the national SUD epidemic. However, 
while progress has been made, significant barriers remain to the full integration of PA graduates into the 
national response to the epidemic. As a result of COVID-19, over 55% of PA programs report that it is 
now harder or much harder to secure required mental and behavioral health clinical rotations for their 
students.1 Given the critical relationship between high-quality clinical training experiences and 
student willingness to practice in particular specialties, we urge the incoming administration to 
prioritize expanding behavioral health clinical site access for PA students to complement the progress 
that has been made thus far in advancing classroom-based education. 
 
Promoting Workforce Diversity and Health Equity 
 
The disproportionate impact of COVID-19 in minority communities has demonstrated the need for 
renewed urgency to address long-standing health disparities. A key component of reducing disparities is 
ensuring the availability of a diverse health workforce with the capacity to provide culturally competent 
care that is reflective of the communities it serves. However, there are significant barriers preventing 
underrepresented minority (URM) students from accessing health professions education. This has 
resulted in a PA student population that does not appropriately reflect patient diversity. 
 
As the administration considers funding priorities for its first and future budget cycles, we would like to 
highlight several existing programs that work to improve health workforce diversity. A critical 
component of enhancing the capacity of URM students to successfully matriculate into health 

 
1 Physician Assistant Education Association. (2020). COVID-19 Rapid Response Report 2. Retrieved from: 
https://paea.edcast.com/pathways/covid-19-rapid-response-reports/cards/7259120. 
 



 

 

professions programs is ensuring that they are exposed to the possibility of health careers and receive 
advising and counseling on the pathway to these careers. For decades, the Health Careers Opportunity 
Program (HCOP) has addressed these needs and expanded the pipeline of URM students to health 
professions programs. In addition to HCOP, the Scholarships for Disadvantaged Students program 
provides URM students with financial resources necessary to complete their degree programs. We urge 
the incoming administration to prioritize expanded funding for each of these programs as a means of 
promoting workforce diversity and health equity. 
 
Expanding Access to Higher Education and Addressing Student Debt 
 
Beyond the acute threat posed by COVID-19 and systemic racism, growing barriers to affordable health 
professions education must also be addressed by the new administration. Due to factors such as a 
growing number of PA programs being forced to pay for clinical training sites, average student debt for 
PA education now stands at over $107,000.2 PAEA applauds the President-elect’s support for $10,000 of 
debt forgiveness for all students and emergency aid for institutions of higher education within the 
context of COVID-19. Building upon these priorities, we would urge the incoming administration to take 
further steps to improve address financial burdens for faculty and promote higher education 
affordability. 
 
As the pandemic has impacted university operations throughout the country, PA faculty have reported 
experiencing salary cuts, furloughs, and reductions in benefits at a time when many faculty continue to 
carry high levels of student debt.1 Currently, the Health Resources and Services Administration 
administers limited investments in programs to address faculty debt and increase the supply of well-
trained faculty to educate students. The Faculty Loan Repayment Program (FLRP), currently funded at 
slightly over $1 million annually, provides URM clinicians with loan repayment assistance of up to 
$40,000 in exchange for serving as a faculty member at a health professions program. We urge the 
administration to both prioritize funding increases for the FLRP in its first and future budget proposals 
and to explore additional policy options to address issues such as faculty/clinician burnout within the 
context of its COVID-19 response. 
 
Beyond the financial struggles experienced by faculty, under current law, PA students face limitations to 
their ability to access low-cost federal financing for their education. Since 2012, PA students, as well as 
all other graduate students, have been unable to access subsidized Stafford loans, forcing them to rely 
upon alternative borrowing options with higher long-term costs. Compounding this limitation, PA 
students are currently not able to borrow the amount available to other graduate-level health 
professions students under the unsubsidized Stafford loan program. This disparity compels students to 
finance their education through either Grad PLUS loans or private loans, typically with higher interest 
rates. To lower the cost of financing higher education for PA students, PAEA urges the administration 
to support access to subsidized Stafford loans for graduate-level health professions students in 

 
2 Physician Assistant Education Association. (2020). By the Numbers: Student Report 4: Data from the 2019 
Matriculating Student and End of Program Surveys. Retrieved from: https://paeaonline.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/student-report-4-updated-20200821.pdf 



 

 

addition to parity in unsubsidized Stafford loan borrowing limits for all graduate-level health 
professions students. 
 
We look forward to future opportunities for collaboration with the incoming administration to advance 
these shared policy priorities. Furthermore, we urge you to consider adding PAs and PA educators to the 
transition team, and we would be happy to provide suggested experts to this end. If you would like 
additional information or have any questions, please contact Director of Government Relations Tyler 
Smith, MPH, at tsmith@PAEAonline.org or 703-667-4356. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 

 
Howard Straker, EdD, MPH, PA-C   Mary Jo Bondy, DHEd, MHS, PA-C 
President      Chief Executive Officer 

 
cc:  
 
COVID-19 Advisory Board 
Department of Health and Human Services Review Team 
Department of Education Review Team 

mailto:tsmith@PAEAonline.org

