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March 3, 2021 
 
The Honorable Miguel Cardona 
Secretary 
U.S. Department of Education 
400 Maryland Avenue, SW 
Washington, DC 20202 
 
Dear Secretary Cardona: 
 
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 Education as our programs seek to 
recover from the impact of COVID-19 and continue expanding pathways to the PA profession 
for future generations of frontline providers. 
 
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. The contribution of PA 
graduates to the national health workforce is dependent upon resources made available by 
the Department of Education, and we welcome the opportunity to provide information on 



 

emerging challenges and potential solutions for PA programs, faculty, and students 
nationwide.  
 
COVID-19 
 
As the pandemic has placed unprecedented stress on the capacity of our nation’s health care 
system, media reports have focused on the immediate issue of practicing provider shortages. 
Unfortunately, less attention has been paid to the long-term impact of COVID-19 on health 
professions programs and the pipeline of future providers. As a result of the pandemic, 
nearly one-fourth of PA programs have been forced to delay the date of program completion 
for some or all students due to a significant reduction in clinical education capacity.1 Further, 
while PA programs have incurred new pandemic-related costs such as additional personal 
protective equipment (PPE) for students, key sources of support from sponsoring institutions 
have been significantly reduced. Over 45% of programs have cited COVID-19 as the impetus 
for budget cuts in the upcoming fiscal year.1 This has resulted in significant new pressures on 
faculty with 37% of programs having suspended faculty hiring and 20% having reduced 
benefits for existing faculty to offset budget cuts.1 
 
In recognition of the immense challenges facing higher education, the Higher Education 
Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF) initially created by the CARES Act has served as a critical 
lifeline for the sponsoring institutions of PA programs across the country. As Congress 
considers new measures to respond to the pandemic, we urge you to act as a champion for 
additional HEERF aid, among other sources of relief, as a means of bolstering the health 
workforce pipeline. 
 
Expanding Access to Higher Education 
 
While COVID-19 represents the most acute challenge that the Department of Education will 
confront during your tenure, it is critical that long-term efforts to further expand access to 
higher education, and PA education specifically, continue to be advanced.  
 

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



 

A chief priority for PAEA is advancing diversity among PA students and faculty as a means of 
promoting health equity. PAEA applauds the work of the Department of Education in 
supporting the development and capacity of minority-serving institution (MSIs), including 
through congressionally appropriated funds to promote master’s-level programs at 
institutions like historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs). During your tenure as 
Secretary, we welcome the opportunity to partner with you to incentivize PA program 
development at HBCUs and other MSIs as a means of promoting careers in the profession 
among underrepresented minority students. 
 
An additional key component of promoting pathways to the PA profession is ensuring that PA 
students have equitable access to federal loan and loan repayment options. Since 2012, 
graduate students, including PA students, have been prohibited from accessing subsidized 
Stafford loans to finance their education. Compounding this issue, PA students are not 
currently eligible to access the same level of unsubsidized Stafford loans as other graduate-
level health professions students and are currently capped at the $20,500 borrowing limit of 
non-health professions graduate students. These inequities serve as significant barriers to 
students, particularly underrepresented minority students, seeking to pursue careers as PAs 
and practice in underserved settings. We urge you to work with us as well as congressional 
stakeholders to address these issues during your tenure. 
 
Beyond ensuring equal access to federal student loan programs, reliable access to federal 
loan forgiveness programs is also a critical priority to ensure that our graduates practice in 
the settings where they are needed most. According to a recent PAEA survey of graduating 
students, 36% of those interested in entering a federal or state loan forgiveness program 
planned to utilize the Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program.2 While Congress has 
provided additional funding via Temporary Expanded Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
(TEPSLF) to address low rates of successful forgiveness among program participants, this 
issue has persisted. It is critical that PA graduates making career decisions on the basis of 
PSLF requirements have certainty that they will be able to rely on forgiveness at the end of 
their service commitment. We urge you to prioritize administrative action to ensure 

 
2 Physician Assistant Education Association. (2019). By the Numbers: Student Report 3: Data from the 2018 
Matriculating Student and End of Program Surveys. https://paeaonline.org/wp-content/uploads/imported-
files/sr3-program-report-20190814.pdf. 



 

borrowers receive correct information regarding their progress towards forgiveness. We 
further encourage you to collaborate with Congress on legislative changes, based upon the 
framework proposed by the What You Can Do for Your Country Act, to simplify the 
program’s current qualification requirements and provide greater flexibility regarding 
qualifying public service options. 
 
Addressing Regulatory Complexity 
 
As higher education works to recover from the impact of COVID-19, it is critical that 
educators be allowed to focus on supporting students rather than navigating complex 
regulatory requirements. In 2020, the Department of Education finalized new rules requiring 
institutions sponsoring degree programs intended to lead to professional licensure or 
certification to disclose the states in which their curriculum prepares graduates to practice. 
While well-intended, this requirement has generated significant uncertainty and compliance 
burden within health professions education given differences in licensure requirements 
between states. PAEA is particularly concerned that this rule may have the unintended 
consequence of giving states undue influence over the curricula of programs beyond their 
borders based on local needs as programs seek to prepare their students to practice in as 
many jurisdictions as possible. We urge the Department to reconsider this requirement and, 
in the interim, to issue clear guidance to institutions seeking to ensure compliance. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to discuss these and other higher education 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 


