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March 22, 2021 
 
The Honorable Xavier Becerra 
Secretary 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
200 Independence Avenue, SW 
Washington, DC 20201 
 
Dear Secretary Becerra: 
 
On behalf of the Physician Assistant Education Association (PAEA), the national organization 
representing all 267 accredited PA programs in the United States, we are writing to 
congratulate you on your recent confirmation. As your tenure begins, we look forward to 
opportunities to collaborate with the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) to 
meet the nation’s health workforce needs amid an unprecedented series of public health 
crises. 
 
Since the PA profession was created in response to a primary care provider shortage over 50 
years ago, PA education programs have played a key leadership role in expanding and 
promoting the development of a high-quality health workforce. Over a rigorous 27-month 
period comprised of seven continuous semesters, PA students complete a year of classroom-
based education and more than 2,000 hours of clinical training. This intensive curriculum, 
based upon the fast-track model of training physicians during World War II, allows PAs to 
enter the workforce at an accelerated rate and rapidly address gaps in patient access to care. 



 

Following graduation, PAs are licensed to practice medicine and have prescriptive authority 
in all 50 states. 
 
As the Biden administration continues to combat the dual crises of COVID-19 and the 
ongoing substance use disorder epidemic, health workforce investments administered by 
HHS will continue to play a critical role in equipping PA programs to prepare a well-trained 
future workforce. We welcome the opportunity to provide you with information on the impact 
of these crises on PA education and how existing HHS initiatives may be strengthened to 
address these challenges. 
 
COVID-19 
 
As the number of COVID-19 cases, hospitalizations, and deaths have risen across the country, 
the implications of an insufficient supply of frontline providers have been starkly illustrated. 
While the pandemic’s implications for practicing clinicians have received significant media 
coverage, less attention has been devoted to the long-term impact of the pandemic on the 
health workforce pipeline. 
 
Early in the pandemic, both institutions of higher education and clinical training sites acted 
swiftly to cancel or significantly scale back student clinical rotations due to a desire to prevent 
student exposure to the coronavirus amid limited supplies of personal protective equipment 
(PPE). While some programs were able to quickly re-establish clinical education for their 
students as supplies of PPE have improved, many report ongoing challenges. As of July 
2020, more than 85% of programs reported that their clinical sites are now taking fewer 
students than prior to the pandemic.1 This reduction in capacity significantly exacerbated a 
pre-existing shortage of clinical training sites for PA programs, resulting in unprecedented 
disruption. Specifically, 28.5% of programs have been forced to delay the transition of 
students to the clinical phase of their education, and 23.3% have delayed the date of 
program completion for some or all of their students.1 

 

 
1 Physician Assistant Education Association. (2020). COVID-19 Rapid Response Report 2. 
https://paea.edcast.com/insights/ECL-fcd20f38-4399-4978-b640-10f4ef8ce688.   



 

In addition to the disruption that the pandemic has posed related to clinical education, the 
disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on communities of color has illustrated the critical 
need to also address other long-standing challenges in health professions education. A 
recent survey of matriculating PA students indicates that only 3.9% of students identify as 
Black or African American while 9.1% identify as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish in origin, 
significantly below the composition of the general population. High-quality clinical care is 
dependent upon the development of a workforce reflective of the patients it will serve, and 
PAEA is committed to supporting efforts to remove barriers to PA education for 
underrepresented minority students.2 
 
HHS-funded programs will play a critical role in re-establishing clinical education capacity for 
PA programs, advancing workforce diversity, and bolstering the workforce pipeline. 
Currently, HRSA’s Bureau of Health Workforce administers a number of programs such as 
Primary Care Training and Enhancement grants and Area Health Education Centers that work 
to directly or indirectly facilitate clinical training opportunities for students. Similarly, the 
Bureau of Health Workforce funds opportunities such as the Health Careers Opportunity 
Program and Scholarships for Disadvantaged Students to support the matriculation into and 
successful completion of health professions education for underrepresented minority 
students. Throughout your tenure, we urge you to champion these programs and partner 
with Congress to expand their reach through significant increases in appropriations. 
 
Substance Use Disorder (SUD) Epidemic 
 
While the nation continues to combat COVID-19, rising rates of drug-related overdoses 
indicate the need for redoubled efforts to address the substance use disorder epidemic. 
Since the 2017 declaration of the opioid epidemic as a public health emergency by HHS, 
PAEA has demonstrated its commitment to act as a leader in the national response. 
Beginning in 2018, the Association partnered with the American Academy of Addiction 
Psychiatry to leverage funding available through SAMHSA to integrate the training required 
for a waiver to prescribe buprenorphine into the curriculum of PA programs nationwide. 

 
2 Physician Assistant Education Association. (2020). By the Numbers: Student Report 4: Data from the 2019 
Matriculating Student and End of Program Surveys. https://paeaonline.org/wp-content/uploads/imported-
files/student-report-4-updated-20201201.pdf. 



 

These efforts resulted in the percentage of PA programs requiring or offering this training to 
increase from 3% in 2018 to 72.3% as of 2021. 
 
To address the broader SUD epidemic, PAEA also has utilized grant funding made available 
by SAMHSA via the Expansion of Practitioner Education (PRAC-ED) program to develop an 8-
hour standardized SUD curriculum for all PA programs. After initial piloting with a small 
number of PA programs from 2019–2021, PAEA will be working this year to make the 
curriculum available to all PA programs to strengthen the ability of all PA graduates to 
provide high-quality care to patients suffering from SUD. 
 
While significant investments have been made to advance classroom-based or didactic 
education for students, fewer resources are currently available to support clinical rotations in 
behavioral health settings. These clinical experiences are critical in preparing students to 
apply the knowledge they have obtained during their didactic year and can have a significant 
influence on graduate specialty choices. We encourage you to leverage HHS-funding 
opportunities for behavioral health providers to incentivize clinicians to serve as preceptors 
for PA students to build upon the significant progress that has been made in advancing 
classroom-based education for students. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to discuss these and other health workforce issues in more 
detail and look forward to serving as a resource to you and your staff. Should you have 
specific questions or if you would like additional information, please contact Director of 
Government Relations Tyler Smith at 703-667-4356 or tsmith@PAEAonline.org.  
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
 

 
Michel Statler, MLA, PA-C     Mary Jo Bondy, DHEd, MHS, PA-C 
President       Chief Executive Officer 


