
2021-B-04---C-06 Task Force	Standardization of Entry-Level Degree Titles
			(Referred 2020-08)

2021-B-04           			Resolved

AAPA supports a standardized degree title for entry-level PA education. 

Further resolved

AAPA supports the identification of a standardized degree title for entry-level PA education that is consistent with the professional title, descriptive of PA practice, conveys the academic rigor and substance of PA education, and does not inhibit potential career advancement.  

Rationale/Justification
The C-06 Task Force considered a range of arguments in support of the standardization of entry-level degree titles, in brief, they include:  	

· A standardized degree title could be more descriptive of PA practice and improve stakeholder understanding of PA education
· Standardization would promote consistency as the profession’s brand evolves
· Standardization would provide welcome guidance for new programs
· Some entry-level degrees titles currently in use may inhibit career advancement

According to By the Numbers: Program Report 34: Data from the 2018 Program Survey (PAEA), a variety of entry-level degree titles are currently awarded by programs: 

· 63.2% of programs (n = 141) award a Master of Physician Assistant Studies (MPAS), Master of Science in Physician Assistant Studies (MSPAS), Master of Physician Assistant Practice (MPAP), or Master of Physician Assistant (MPA)
· 13.9% of programs (n = 31) award a Master of Science (MS)
· 13.5% of programs (n = 30) award a Master of Medical Science (MMS/MMSc) or Master of Science in Medicine (MSM)
· 6.7% of programs (n = 15) award a Master of Health Science (MHS) or Master of Science in Health Sciences (MSHS)
· 2.7% of programs (n = 6) award some other degree not listed above

Calls for standardization of entry-level PA degree titles come at a time when the PA profession is poised to highlight and strengthen the contributions that PAs make to high quality patient care and to the healthcare delivery system.  Standardizing the nomenclature utilized for the entry-level degree would accomplish several goals to further raise recognition and understanding of the PA profession.   
First, standardizing the entry-level degree is an opportunity to describe the formal preparation, training and education that PAs receive to enter the healthcare workforce.  Together with educational preparation, the degree title should appropriately describe the scope of practice potential that PA professionals possess.  This descriptive title will aid potential employers, policy makers and other stakeholders in their understanding of the PA profession.

Second, a standardized entry-level degree title would increase consistency of the profession’s brand, further unifying and strengthening the PA profession at a time of considerable transition.  The nearly 10,000 PA graduates each year would be awarded a single degree title, thus providing a clearer and consistent message to potential employers regarding PA education and practice. 

Third, a standardized entry-level degree title, when determined and adopted, will aid PA training programs as they determine what degree will be offered by their institution to graduating PA students.  This would relieve some burden on developing programs and free up resources that could be allocated to more critical tasks associated with starting a new program.

Fourth, as PAs increasingly pursue career advancement into administrative and other leadership positions, some degree titles currently awarded may put PAs at a competitive disadvantage. A degree title that is less specific to PA studies and more specific to medicine in general may facilitate this sort of career advancement.   

Based on the reasons detailed above, the C-06 Task Force recommends standardization of the entry-level degree title. In light of the ongoing Title Change Investigation and potential action regarding the profession’s title by the House of Delegates, the C-06 task-force believes suggesting a specific degree title for standardization at this time would be premature. In lieu of a specific degree title recommendation, the C-06 Task Force has suggested criteria for identifying the appropriate degree title. 
 
Related AAPA Policy
HP-3200.1.2 
AAPA believes the ability of PAs to practice and be reimbursed should not be compromised regardless of the degree awarded upon completion of entry-level PA education. 
[Adopted 2007, reaffirmed 2012, 2017]

HP-3200.1.3 
AAPA recognizes that PA education is conducted at the graduate level and supports awarding the master’s degree for new PA graduates. 
[Adopted 2007, reaffirmed 2012, 2017]


HP-3200.1.4 
AAPA opposes the entry-level doctorate for PAs. 
[Adopted 2010, reaffirmed 2015]

HP-3200.1.5 
AAPA recognizes that PA education exists based on unique mission-driven and geographical needs in a variety of educational institutions and models. 
[Adopted 2006, reaffirmed 2011, 2016]

Possible Negative Implications  
The C-06 Task Force considered a range of arguments against the standardization of entry-level degree titles, in brief, they include:
[bookmark: _ejsbeodtvb8]
· [bookmark: _ing5qihlvak8]Depending on the degree title selected, potential confusion and/or misconception with other existing, non-clinical degrees
· Potential constraint on individuality of programs
· Transition to standardized degree could divert program resources away from providing the highest quality education  
· Potential conflict with HP-3200.1.2 that could add confusion to institutional credentialing and privileging processes 
· Compatibility with regional accreditor requirements

Possible negative implications to this resolution cannot be ignored.  First, the history of the PA profession has not focused upon specific degrees granted upon graduation from a PA program but instead, has its unifying credential be the national certification, or  “PA-C”,  that is awarded  by the National Commission on Certification of Physician Assistants (NCCPA) upon successful completion of the PA National Certifying Exam (PANCE) or the PA National Recertifying Exam (PANRE).  In 2004, the then President of the Physician Assistant Education Association (PAEA) stated that “PA education is graduate level education”, and subsequent to the acceptance of that statement by the cross PA organizations, the Accreditation Review Commission on Education for the Physician Assistant, Inc. (ARC-PA) determined that all PA students who matriculate after December 2020 must be awarded a master’s degree by entry-level PA programs. Change to a standardized PA degree may place more emphasis on the degree itself, which may or may not indicate qualification for participation in PA practice, rather than the PA-C credential.

Second, institutions that grant graduate-level degrees may do so with regional, state or institutional missions in mind. Programs must also consider compatibility with regional accreditor requirements. The impact a standardized degree for the PA profession may pose to institutions offering entry-level PA programs is unknown, but the potential to divert program resources away from providing the highest quality education exists.

Third, expecting the use of a single standardized degree in the environment of multiple existing degrees for those educated in ARC-PA accredited PA programs may be confusing and may imply a devaluation of those existing degrees already held by practicing PAs.
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