
Dear PASPDI Members, 
  
        	PASPDI is excited to share our monthly journal content with you! With the month of 
March just beginning, and today being International Women’s Day, we decided to focus our 
attention on some of the revolutionary female figures who helped shape the PA profession, and 
break barriers regarding gender, race, and ethnic biases among the PA profession. The content in 
the links below will introduce you to some of the remarkable women who broke systemic and 
societal barriers in order to reach their goals, and their efforts can be attributable to what the 
profession looks like today. Please feel free to read the linked content, and reach out if you 
would like to discuss!   

 Dating back to when the PA profession began, it was a male-dominated field, consisting 
of former military and ex-navy corpsmen. Currently, nearly two-thirds of the PA profession is 
occupied by women, and the profession is continuing to grow each year. However, the question 
that follows is: As the field grows, does diversity shrink? According to the National Commission 
on Certification of Physician Assistants (NCCPA), 86.7% of certified PAs are White, 3.6% are 
Black/African American, 6.0% Asian, 0.3% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 0.4% 
American Indian/Alaskan Native (NCCPA, 2019). In other words, while Hispanic and African 
American communities make up the largest minority groups in the United States, they are 
significantly underrepresented in the PA profession; white women in particular make up the 
majority of the PA profession (Jacobson & Smith, 2016).  

Looking back at its history, the PA profession would not be where it is today without the 
work and tenacity of many women-- especially women of color-- who broke barriers and 
stereotypes to achieve their goals. For example, Joyce Nichols was the first female PA. Yet, she 
originally was denied admission from schools because of her gender, lack of military 
background, and being a mother. Despite the societal boundaries that surrounded Joyce, she 
became the first black, female PA. Joyce Nichols later advocated for rural health care settings 
and provided care to underserved populations.  

Another African American PA who made history was Karen Bass, by becoming the first 
physician assistant to be elected to the US House of Representatives. Bass was elected in 2010, 
and is still serving today. She is the first African American to be elected speaker of the California 
House; before this role, Bass worked in the Emergency Department at the LSU Medical Center. 
In addition to these accomplishments, Bass was an active member of the AAPA, taking part in 
numerous activist groups and advocating for African American and Latino residents in South 
LA.   

A few other extraordinary women who changed the path for the PA profession include: 
Suzanne Greennberg, Judith Willis, and Paulis Gross. The list, of course, is endless. The link for 
this article is attached below; please feel free to read and learn more about these women's 
stories!  

Thank you for taking the time to learn a little bit about the women who helped shape this 
program, of which we are all a part. Keep breaking boundaries, keep encouraging and 
influencing others to be better, and continue to do your part to make the PA profession as diverse 
and inclusive as possible. As the next generation of PAs, we can make a difference!  

Happy International Women’s Day! 
Link to Physician Assistant History Society Blog 

 
https://pahistorysociety.wordpress.com/2018/03/13/womens-history-month/ 



 
Link to NCCPA Statistical Profile of Certified Physician Assistants	

https://prodcmsstoragesa.blob.core.windows.net/uploads/files/2019StatisticalProfileofCertifiedP
hysicianAssistants.pdf	

	
Link to HSR Racial and Gender Disparities in the Physician Assistant Profession	

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4874816/pdf/HESR-51-0892.pdf	
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