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INTRODUCTION
Physician assistants (PAs) play a vital role in 
the healthcare system, providing patient care 
while working collaboratively with physicians 
and other medical professionals. For those 
hoping to become PAs, the journey begins 
with a successful application to  
a PA program.

PA program applicant pools are competitive, 
so it’s important to put together an 
application that separates you from the  
pack. For the best chance of admission,  
it’s crucial to approach the application 
process with preparation, organization,  
and careful planning.

That’s where this eBook comes in — as 
you make your way through the process, 
it will act as your trusted guide, offering 
a comprehensive timeline and actionable 
advice to help you navigate every aspect of 
your application. 

With this resource in hand, you’ll be able to 
stay on track, meet deadlines, and take the 
first step toward your future as a PA.
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UNDERSTANDING 

PA PROGRAM APPLICATIONS
With so many different parts to keep track of, the application process for PA programs 
can often feel overwhelming; but it doesn’t have to be. With an understanding of the key 
components and prerequisites that make up a your application, you’ll be better prepared to 
navigate the process with confidence. Here’s what you need to know.

The Anatomy of a PA Program Application

Transcripts
PA programs require official records from all post-secondary institutions you’ve 
attended. Admissions committees use applicants’ transcripts to determine readiness 
for the rigors of their curriculum, so it’s in your best interest to build a transcript that 
reflects strong academic performance — especially in science courses.

Personal Statement
The personal statement is your opportunity to tell your story. It should articulate why 
you want to become a PA, draw from your personal experiences, and demonstrate your 
commitment to the profession. Aim to 
build a compelling narrative that sets 
you apart from other applicants.

Letters of Recommendation
Recommendations provide insight 
into your character, skills, and 
potential as a PA student. Most 
programs require two or three letters, 
often from healthcare professionals 
you’ve worked with, professors, or 
supervisors who can speak to your 
qualifications and dedication.
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Entrance Exam Scores (If Required)
For PA programs, submitting entrance 
exam results isn’t always a requirement 
for admission consideration. For 
institutions that do require prospective 
students to include test scores with 
their applications, the GRE is the most 
commonly required exam. If applicable, 
plan to prepare for and schedule  
your test well in advance of the 
application deadline.

Description of Relevant Activities
PA programs prioritize applicants 
who have hands-on experience. You’ll 
need to document your clinical hours, 
relevant volunteer work, shadowing 
experience, and any other activities 
you’ve taken part in that demonstrate 
your passion for PA work.
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Required Coursework
While exact requirements will differ between programs, all PA programs expect entering 
students will have completed certain prerequisite coursework. These typically include 
biology, chemistry, anatomy and physiology, microbiology, genetics, math, physics, 
psychology, and a writing intensive course such as English. To ensure your academic 
record aligns, we recommend reviewing each program’s course requirements well  
in advance.

GPA Requirements
For most PA programs, the baseline GPA requirement for acceptance is a 3.0, but some 
schools may set this threshold slightly higher or lower. However, competitive applicants 
will exceed these minimums, so it’s important to strive for the highest overall GPA 
possible. In addition to your overall GPA, admissions committees also consider specific 
GPAs for a more complete picture of your proficiency in relevant coursework. Your science 
GPA, non-science GPA, and BCP (biology, chemistry, physics) GPA will also factor into 
admissions decisions.

Common Prerequisites 

Clinical Hours
Accumulating direct patient care hours is 
an essential part of your application for PA 
programs. In general, schools often require 
between 500 and 2,000 hours, but similar 
to coursework prerequisites, minimums will 
vary between institutions. These hours can 
be earned by working in various entry-level 
healthcare roles, such as medical assistant or  
patient care technician.

To ensure your academic record aligns, we recommend reviewing each program’s 
course requirements well in advance.

https://advclinical.org/medical-certifications/certified-medical-assistant/
https://advclinical.org/medical-certifications/certified-patient-care-technician/
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1 YEAR PRIOR TO APPLICATION DATE: 
CHECKING THE BOXES
As your application deadlines approach, prioritize 
completing any remaining  prerequisites and 
meeting the minimum number of clinical hours 
required by your target programs. 

You should also spend this year strengthening your 
relationships with potential references & preparing 
for any entrance exams you need to take.

AT LEAST 4 YEARS PRIOR TO APPLICATION DATE: 
PROACTIVE PLANNING & RESEARCH
Building the foundation of a successful PA 
program application begins long before you 
apply. Once you know you want to become a PA, 
start researching potential programs and their 
requirements, focus on excelling in the classroom, 
gaining relevant clinical experience, and exploring 
healthcare-related extracurriculars.

APPLICATION 

TIMELINE OVERVIEW
Putting together a strong application 
requires thoughtful planning, dedication, 
and organization. 

1 MONTH PRIOR TO  
APPLICATION DEADLINE
With final deadlines fast approaching, it’s time 
to tie up any loose ends. Submit your completed 
application through the appropriate platforms 
and ensure all supporting documents, such as 
transcripts and recommendation letters, have  
been sent. 

To present a polished application, be sure to 
double-check all materials for accuracy and 
completeness before submitting.

THE MILESTONES 
TO BE AWARE OF:

6 MONTHS PRIOR TO APPLICATION DATE: 
ASSEMBLING YOUR APPLICATION
In the months leading up to your application 
submission, focus on assembling the individual 
components. This includes requesting letters 
of recommendation, drafting and refining your 
personal statement, and continuing to log clinical 
hours and participating in extracurricular activities. 

By beginning to put your final applications 
together now, you’ll save yourself unwanted 
stress down the road.

THE KEY TO SUCCESS? 
Early preparation and following  
a structured timeline. 

6 
MONTHS 

1 
MONTH 

1 
YEAR 

4+ 
YEARS 
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Your application journey doesn’t end once all your materials are submitted. 

There’s still more to come:

WHAT TO EXPECT 

AFTER APPLICATION SUBMISSION

Waiting periods: 
Be patient, as schools need time to review 
all the applications they receive and exact 
timelines vary widely.

Supplemental applications: 
Some programs require additional essays 
or forms in addition to what the Centralized 
Application Service for Physician Assistants 
(CASPA) — the online application service that 
most PA programs use — requires. Respond to 
these requests promptly.

Interview requests: 
If invited for an interview, prepare by 
researching common questions and  
practicing responses.

Admissions decisions: 
Offers are typically communicated via email 
or application portals. Be ready to make 
enrollment decisions quickly.

Some programs require additional essays or forms in addition to  
what CASPA requires.

https://paeaonline.org/resources/member-resources/caspa
https://paeaonline.org/resources/member-resources/caspa
https://paeaonline.org/resources/member-resources/caspa


PA School Application Timeline & Checklist 7

KEEPING YOUR APPLICATION ON TRACK: 

YOUR PA SCHOOL CHECKLIST
Use the following checklist to make sure you submit an application that’s strong  
and on time.

Research potential PA programs
Begin by identifying schools that align with your career goals. Look at prerequisites, program 
lengths, and locations to create a shortlist of schools to target.

Make a plan to complete course requirements
Use the information you learned from your research to map out a plan for completing prerequisite 
coursework. Schedule undergraduate science courses strategically to balance your academic load.

Begin completing clinical hours
Start accumulating direct patient care hours by working in clinical roles. Early exposure to 
healthcare environments strengthens your application by confirming your interest in a  
medical career.

Explore healthcare-related extracurriculars
Aim to participate in activities that demonstrate leadership, service, and dedication to the field. 
Volunteering, shadowing PAs, or joining relevant organizations can help you stand out.

4+ YEARS PRIOR TO APPLICATION DEADLINE
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Complete minimum clinical hours requirement
By now, you should have met the minimum number of hours required by your target programs. 
Keep logging hours beyond this baseline to enhance your application.

Finish required coursework
Wrap up any remaining prerequisite courses and ensure you’ve maintained a strong GPA.

Continue with extracurriculars
Stay engaged in healthcare-related activities to show consistency and commitment.

Sit for any required entrance exams
Take any required entrance exams during this time period. Remember to give yourself enough 
time to first prepare and sit for the test and report your scores.

Choose potential references
Identify 2 or 3 individuals (plus a few backups) who can write strong letters of recommendation 
on your behalf.

1 YEAR PRIOR TO APPLICATION DEADLINE

PA programs prioritize applicants who have hands-on experience. You’ll need to 
document your clinical hours, relevant volunteer work, and shadowing experience.
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Request Recommendations
Reach out to your chosen references early. If any of your first choices decline your request, get  
in touch with your backup references promptly.

Finish required coursework
Wrap up any remaining prerequisite courses and ensure you’ve maintained a strong GPA.

Begin your personal statement
Start drafting your essay. Use this time to refine your story and get feedback from mentors  
or peers.

Continue accruing clinical hours & participating in extracurriculars
Maintain your momentum for both activities.

6 MONTHS PRIOR TO APPLICATION DATE

Order transcripts
Request official transcripts from all post-secondary institutions you’ve attended — the  
earlier the better.

Submit your application
Complete and submit your application, either through CASPA or directly to your chosen  
programs — whichever method each school prefers. Aim to submit early to avoid the risk of 
missing deadlines due to technical issues and to take advantage of rolling admissions.

1 MONTH PRIOR TO APPLICATION DEADLINE
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Crafting a strong application for PA programs requires more than just meeting the 
minimum requirements. 

To stand out in all the right ways, we highly recommend:

8 TIPS FOR A 

STAND-OUT APPLICATION

01

02

03

Going above and beyond when 
accruing clinical hours: 
While most programs have minimum clinical 
hour requirements, competitive applicants 
often far exceed these thresholds.

Apply early: 
If your target schools offer rolling 
admissions, submitting your application 
early can improve your chances of 
acceptance, as more spots will be available.

Know why you want to become a PA: 
Schools want to see passion and purpose 
in your application, so reflect on your 
experiences and communicate your 
motivations with sincerity.
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Focus on your GPA: 
A strong GPA, particularly in science courses, demonstrates your ability to handle 
the academic rigor of PA programs. If your GPA is lower than you’d like, consider 
retaking key courses.

Leverage your network when choosing references: 
For glowing recommendations, select individuals who know you well and can speak 
to your abilities and character.

Write a compelling personal statement: 
Your personal statement gives you an opportunity to tell your story. A well-crafted 
narrative that reflects your unique experiences can make a lasting impression on 
admissions committees.

Make sure you’re prepared for interviews: 
If you’re invited to interview, preparation is key. Research common questions, 
practice your responses, and be ready to talk about why you’re a strong fit for  
the program.

Volunteer and shadow: 
Finding opportunities to volunteer in healthcare settings or shadow PAs in various 
specialties are great ways to showcase your commitment to service as well as gain 
exposure to the profession.

04

05

06

07

08
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PA SCHOOL

APPLICATION RESOURCES

Check out these videos 
for helpful information 
on everything from non-
traditional pathways to a 
career as a PA to acing the 
admissions interview:

Ace PA School Interviews 
With Savanna Perry, PA-C

Non-Traditional PA School  
Applicants With Caroline  
Weeks, PA-C

CASPA Application Guide With  
Savanna Perry, PA-C

How to Get Into PA Schools With 
Michele Neskey, PA-C

PA Fellowships Explained:  
Everything PA Students Need  
to Know

If you’re looking for more guidance as you begin your applications, we have you covered.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hNO4MdsORIs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hNO4MdsORIs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WhRuAsfOsJY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WhRuAsfOsJY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WhRuAsfOsJY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ZgHBF8GtD0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ZgHBF8GtD0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tH13xwqq6DM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tH13xwqq6DM


If you want to become a physician assistant, a 
well-prepared application is a must. By following 
the strategies and insights shared in this guide, 
you can approach the PA school application 
process with confidence, knowing you’ve taken 
the steps needed to stand out as a competitive 
candidate.

Ready to take your preparation to the 
next level?

At Advanced eClinical Training, we offer training 
programs specifically designed for prospective PA 
students. These online certification courses can 
be completed in just 8 weeks, meaning that you’ll 
be able to enter the healthcare workforce and 
begin accruing your clinical hours in as little time 
as possible.

CONCLUSION

ENROLL TODAY

https://advclinical.org/medical-programs/pre-pa-certificates/
https://advclinical.org/medical-programs/pre-pa-certificates/
https://learn.adclin.org/?ref=37abc6

