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The Physician Assistant Education Association (PAEA), representing the 267 accredited 
physician assistant (PA) programs in the United States, welcomes the opportunity to submit a 
statement for the record on combatting health disparities illustrated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
 
Over the course of the past year, the devastating impact of COVID-19 has been uniquely 
damaging in communities of color. According to a recent study of selected cities and states 
capturing data on COVID-19 deaths by race and ethnicity, 34% of reported deaths were 
among non-Hispanic Black or African American people while this group composes only 
approximately 12% of the U.S. general population.1 While deaths attributable to COVID-19 
are among the most tragic indicators of the impact of this pandemic, racial and ethnic 
disparities are not limited to lives lost.  

 
1 Holmes L, Enwere M, Williams J, et al. Black-White Risk Differentials in COVID-19 (SARS-COV2) 
Transmission, Mortality and Case Fatality in the United States: Translational Epidemiologic Perspective 
and Challenges. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2020;17(2):4322. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17124322external icon. 



 

As safe and effective COVID-19 vaccines have been developed in remarkable time, the 
potential impact of these crucial public health interventions has been restricted by persistent 
access barriers  in communities of color. PAEA applauds the Committee’s work on 
overcoming these barriers via the recently passed American Rescue Plan Act and is 
appreciative of the committed oversight of the Committee being conducted in this hearing. 
 
Beyond the acute crisis posed by COVID-19, the experience of the past year illustrates the 
critical need to address broader drivers of health disparities post-pandemic. Specifically, the 
disproportionate impact of the pandemic on communities of color places renewed urgency 
upon ensuring that our health workforce is reflective of the communities it serves. Because of 
long-standing socioeconomic barriers, underrepresented minority students have faced 
considerable obstacles to entry into health professions education. As of 2019, Black or 
African American students composed only 4% of first-year PA students, significantly below 
the representation of the general population.2 This disparity threatens the capacity of the 
future health workforce to provide the culturally competent care that results in improved 
patient outcomes.  
 
Both prior to and during the pandemic, Congress has proposed important steps to improve 
pathways to health professions education for underrepresented minority students. As a 
component of our organization’s work to combat racial disparities in maternal health 
outcomes, PAEA was proud to endorse S. 346 – the Black Maternal Health Momnibus Act and 
its component bill, S. 287 – the Perinatal Workforce Act, which have recently been 
reintroduced for the 117th Congress. These bills would seek to promote perinatal health 
workforce diversity by authorizing $15 million annually over five years to PA and other health 
professions programs with a demonstrated strategy to recruit and retain diverse students 
interested in specializing in maternal care.  
 
In addition to promoting diversity in the perinatal workforce, PAEA is also supportive of 
measures to build a pipeline to the PA workforce via minority-serving institutions. PAEA 
applauds the leadership of Representative Karen Bass in developing the forthcoming 
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Physician Assistant Higher Education Modernization Act. This critical legislation would 
explicitly allow minority-serving institutions like historically black colleges and universities, 
predominantly black institutions, and hispanic-serving institutions to prioritize existing 
sources of federal aid for PA program development, thereby creating a sustained pipeline of 
underrepresented minority students to the health workforce. 
 
As the Committee works to combat the health disparities illustrated and exacerbated by 
COVID-19, PAEA urges the committee to include these priorities in any legislative response. 
We look forward to serving as a resource on these and other issues and, should you require 
additional information or have questions, please contact Tyler Smith, Director of Government 
Relations, at tsmith@PAEAonline.org or 703-667-4356. 
 


