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Physician’s Assistant—
New Help for the Sick

You may one day find your doctor less harried, able to give
you more time. This is one aim of a drive to train aides of a
new type. Their job: routine work that now swamps doctors.

The search for.a way to do something
about the doctor shortage has sparked
an idea that now is beginning to catch
o,

It's this: train a Jot of “physician’s
nts” to handle routine duties, re-
quiring some medical skill, that today
take much of the time of hard-working
doctors.

Medical schools across the country are
showing interest, and at least 10 of
them have programs under way or in the
ing stage to instruct people for

train -!.iﬁ rm mbers, below the
doctor or registered nurse, to tqlco over
additional responsibility in patient care.

Armed forces' fraining. Candidates
for physician’s-assistant courses: in most
of the programs are coming from the
armed forees, which are returming con-
siderable numbers of medical corpst
to civilian life. These are men with
perience in a variety of medical duties,
and they have an idea of what they are
getting into’ in making careers of health
work.
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at Duke University
perforrn tests once requiring the service of a doctor.

Duke University medical school is
one of the pioneers in PA education.
Since 19635, when the Duke program
started, the school has certified 17 PA's,
Eleven more will complete their two-
vear traming soon. Twelve additional
students are halfway through the course,
.unl 3(‘ new inees are scheduled to

?I’As already ceortified. 13
ed with
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OF the 17

are employed by doctors cone

Duke. Two are working for p!
in smull towns in Neorth Carolina, One
is working at the Central Prison in Ra-
leigh, N. €., and one is employed by a
practitioner in Burlingten, Vt. Salaries
average slightly more than §10,000 a
yer.

Dr. E. Harvey Estes, Jr., chairman of
the department of community-health
ence at Duke, is hopeful that the PA pro-
gram will expand. There are signs that
this may oceur, since there are at least 30
applicants for every opening atthis

Should—the hoped-for growth take
place, Dr. Estes believes that ov
worked physicians in roral and slum
areas will be encouraged to hire PA'S

to help them. €
what a physici i
sistant does for Ih? doc-
tor who employs him,
Dr. Estes gives a typi-
cal day's program for a
PA in a hospital:

About 7:30 a.m., the
assistant reports to the
hospital ward, where
he  beging  collecting
samples of blood and
ather body contents as
requested by his physi-
cian boss,

The assistant may al-
so administer injectinns
ordered by the doctor.
And he is responsible
for getting all the ma-
terial to the proper lah-
aratory for analysis

Around 8:30, the PA
is joined by the doctor,
to whom he reports re-
sults of lab tests and

any other records bearing on the condi-
tion of the patient.

The doctor and his assistant then visit
patients, and the PA gets uctions
for Turther treatments or tests that are
within his professional capacity.

The PA's afternoon schedule {5 o rep-
etition of the moming’s work, He may
go to the laboratory to run some of the
tests required by the physician.

The PA working with an indivi
practitioner in a small town or sl
would probably do his duties right i
the doctor'’s  office—giving
exams, performing  routine ;
and doing muny of the laboratory tests
normally performed ina hospital,

Following the lead of Duke, but put-
ting more emphasis on small-town prae-
tice from the start, the University of
Washington is beginning a PA t
course for the first time this vear. Fifteen
medical corpsmen will make up the first
class. The training period will be 15
months—three in academic training, the
remaining vear in actual practice under
the doctors for whom they will work.

Help along the way. Dr. Richard
A. Smith, who heads the Washington
PA program—called Medex—points out
that as phys s assistants’ gain ex-
perience, they will stand a good chance
of getting academic credit in a medical
school. This will help them if they de-
cide to work for un MDD, degree.

: Duke, alsy suggests that
“highly motivated” PA's will probably
want to become full-fledged M.D.'s,

The trouble 1 being a licensed PA
at the present time is that there dre no
official guidelines on just how much di-
rect patient care can legally be given by
someone who does much of a physician’s
job but is nota licensed M.D.

In Washington State, Dr. Smith be-
ligves, there will be little difficulty in
establishing the statns of a PA Bath the
State medical society and State health
officials are behind the plan,

Elsewhere in the U. 5., however, doe-
tors who make use of physician’s as-
sistants for work traditionally performed
by an M.D. may ran serious risk of mal-
practice suits if anything goes wrong.

Gaining attention. Nevertheless, the

drive to train PA's appears likely to gain
mamentum. Federal and State officials
are béginning to support the idea. And
Dr. Estes reports, “Almost every medi
cal school in the country has taken a
am at Duke.”
Dr. Estes, “the trained
PA not only enables the doctor to see
mare patier alse bles the doe-
tor to spend more productively
with 'ch patient, In addition, a trained
physician’s assistant will be someane
l:nlll doctor and patient can trust to do
a professional job.”
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