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Opinion

Going through any Physician Assistant forum on the internet, one often hears many [not all] American PAs [Physician Assistants] complaining about being underappreciated and mistreated by doctors and patients alike. They generally bemoan their lot; and some are now calling for the profession's name to be changed from Physician Assistant to Physician Associate [like it is called in the UK]. It appears that 70% of American PAs believe they have received a rather raw deal [1-3].

Personally I think the cause of this problem lies in the lengthy duration of PA training in America. In the USA today it takes 6 years of post secondary education to become a PA. In other countries [except for Canada, Australia and the UK] the equivalent of PAs are trained for at most 4 years [post secondary]. I can understand why after 6 years of training a PA would like to receive the respect of someone that trained just 2 years extra. I can perfectly understand why a PA who trained for 6 years wouldn't like to take orders from a doctor from a commonwealth country or the UK where it takes 6 years to become a doctor.

Sometimes the solution to a problem lies in going back to its roots. When the PA program was started in the US in 1965 the training took only 2 years and the graduates were issued a simple certificate, not even a degree. Today, most PAs get Masters Degrees [4].


Those first generation PA students (there were just four of them, three of whom graduated) were former US Army/Navy medics/corpsmen and already had paramedic level training. This previous training had taken them a maximum of 2 years. Today paramedics and US Army and Navy corpsmen/medics still qualify within 6 months to 2 years. However for PAs the training time has more than doubled. I think this is the reason for the bad blood between PAs and doctors in the USA. It appears PAs feel the respect/pay they currently receive is not commensurate to the years they spent in training- and who can blame them? If PA training took a maximum of 4 years [post high school diploma] there would be far fewer angry PAs on the internet bemoaning their lot. In countries where PA training is many years shorter than doctor training there are far fewer doctor/PA clashes. It shouldn't take more than 4 years to become a PA. As a neutral outsider and non American this is my sincere and humble view (Table 1).



Table 1:           A comparison of the duration of physician assitant training in some countries.
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Meanwhile Nigeria, a less developed country urgently needs physician assistants. Decades ago, the PA profession was introduced to Ghana, a country of 28 million. Yet Nigeria, a nation of 180 million people and a serious shortage of medical supplies, infrastructure and personnel does not have the physician assistant profession! I strongly urge for its creation [5-8].

In a letter dated September 24, 1964, Eugene Stead, Duke University chair of medicine department stated the following about developing the PA program: "The Department of Medicine of Duke University Medical Center is establishing a program to create a new position in the health field. We have chosen to call these individuals 'physician-assistant.' We believe there is a need for males to be committed to the health field to fill a gap between the physician and the nurse. This gap cannot be filled by additional training for nurses because nurses are already in very short supply.

"These individuals will become skilled in many areas of the medical profession, such as general patient care, intravenous therapy, cardiac resuscitation, respiratory care, catheterization of the bladder, lumbar puncture, paracentesis, gastric and intestinal intubation to name just a few. They will be capable of extending the arms and brains of the physician, so that he can care for more people. They will work under physician supervision in the home, the clinic, the hospital, and in specialized medical care units." Can anyone honestly argue it takes six years to teach the above? The Physician Assistant profession has strayed wildly from the dream of its founding fathers [9,10].
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