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STUDENT HANDBOOK
(Last revision, May 2026)


Welcome

Welcome to the Graduate Physician Assistant (PA) Program!  We are part of the James Madison University (JMU) Graduate School and the Department of Health Professions within the College of Health and Behavioral Studies.  Our Program is 28-months long and is divided into a 16-month didactic phase and a 12-month clinical phase.

The purpose of this handbook is to provide information about the PA Program, the Department, and JMU in general.  It is a supplement to, but does not replace, university, department, and graduate school student handbooks.  This handbook serves to clarify the logistic and administrative aspects of both the didactic and clinical phases of the Program.  Students are highly encouraged to carefully read this handbook in its entirety.  An additional “Clinical Phase Handbook” will be provided during your orientation week for the clinical year.

Upon receipt and complete review of this handbook, each student is required to sign and return the form on the final page acknowledging his/her receipt and review of this handbook.  Your signature also denotes your understanding and agreement with the handbook content and policies.

Your journey ahead will no doubt be very challenging yet rewarding.  We look forward to guiding your studies and path to becoming successful physician assistants.

Sincerely,

The JMU Physician Assistant Program Faculty & Staff
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· Academic dishonesty includes many potential offenses, including:
· plagiarism
· cheating on an exam
· using prohibited resources (textbooks, internet) during an open book exam
· collaborating on assignments that are meant to be done individually
· obtaining ANY course related materials from previous classes, including but not limited to, old assignments or old exams

· Research studies show that students cheat for several reasons:
1) the enormous pressure they feel to do well in a graduate program
2) they believe it “does not hurt anyone”
3) they feel that “everyone does it” and therefore it is socially acceptable and the “norm”
4) they are unaware that what they are doing constitutes cheating

· Examples 1-3 above are unacceptable and will not be tolerated.  A student may be under enormous pressure, the proper response should be to seek help/guidance, not to cheat.  Cheating is not a victimless crime….a student hurts themself by not learning the material, hurts potential future patients by not learning the material, and hurts their classmates and the PA profession by trying to meet standards in a dishonest way.

· Regarding example #4 above, the program acknowledges that PA students have always “passed things down” from one cohort to the next to help the class behind them.  This concept itself is not wrong; in fact, it is encouraged via the student “buddy system”.  What makes something wrong is the content of what is passed along.  Tips about navigating campus, where to get an apartment in town, or nuances about guest lecturers and scheduling can all be valuable information to share.  But a student may not pass on any specific information about assignments, quizzes, exams, etc.  This includes taking photos or screenshots of an exam, sharing charts/tables/diagrams with the next class, or sharing responses to completed case studies with the next class.  Accusations of cheating and all other matters related to academic dishonesty will be referred to the Honor Council.  Violations could result in any number of penalties, not excluding dismissal from the Program.

· There is also a “gray area” of things that could be shared such as information about clinical rotations.  Helpful facts like hospital parking tips or friendly expectations of a preceptor are fine to share.  But speaking negatively about a specific clinical site or preceptor is not helpful information.  Such information only causes 1st year students to bombard the Director of Clinical Education with requests/complaints about which specific rotations they do or do not want to attend.  The fact of the matter is that quite often, different students have very different experiences at the same site or with the same preceptor.  You never know what kind of events are occurring in the personal life of a preceptor that could be affecting them for a short period of time.  Sometimes student & preceptor’s personalities simply clash.  This does not make it a bad site.   Sometimes a certain chaotic time of the year affects a medical practice and the employees.
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· Each student is assigned to a PA faculty advisor.  Advising sessions may be initiated by either the student or the advisor.  Though students are not required to seek advice, they are required to meet with their advisor at least once per semester during the didactic phase, and as needed during the clinical phase.

· The once per semester meetings during the didactic phase are part of a self-reflection on behavior and professionalism that is very important to professional growth as a future clinician.

· Advising focuses on two areas – academic progress and career development.  In the academic area, advisors work with the student to identify the source of any academic difficulty and to assist the student in overcoming that difficulty.  Advisors approve elective courses and serve as directors and instructors of the scholarly project required for the master’s degree (PA 654).  Prior to graduation they attest to whether the student has met all requirements for the degree.  In the area of career development, advisors serve as a resource for students as they work through issues of the specialty and location they would like to work in following graduation
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· Activities during the didactic phase (first four semesters of the Program) are scheduled in compliance with the academic calendar of The Graduate School (TGS).  During the clinical phase (final three semesters of the Program), required activities do not adhere to the published academic calendar.  This is done to avoid fragmenting the four-week clinical rotation experiences.  The PA program provides a clinical year calendar for students well in advance of beginning that phase of the Program.

· In general, the semester lengths are as follows:
· Fall:	16 weeks
· Spring:	15 weeks
· Summer:	12 weeks

· The schedule of classes received with your tuition bill may not always be accurate.  Since some instructors in the Department are adjunct faculty to the University, scheduling changes do occur from the time course schedules are submitted for publication.  Students will be provided with a more accurate schedule of any changes as they occur.  The Google online calendar is the source for the most up-to-date class schedule information.

· It is important for you to note that certain courses require your attendance for related activities, so not all unscheduled time is “free time”.   This may include occasional weekends and evenings, as well as travel time.  For example, the Pediatric Medicine course includes newborn nursery visits, and the Clinical Medicine courses require multiple skills workshops.  Schedules for these activities will be presented at the start of each course.  If you have a schedule conflict, be sure to notify the instructor as soon as possible!  The instructor has sole authority to grant excused absences.

· Several courses depend on local practicing physicians, NPs, PAs and other clinicians as guest lecturers.  On occasion, patient responsibilities will take precedence, causing a class cancellation and the need to reschedule a lecture.  The faculty realize these disruptions can be confusing and frustrating and will make every attempt to minimize these changes.  Please BE FLEXIBLE!

· Please be mindful of the enormous amount of time and energy that is required of faculty to schedule lectures, labs and offsite clinical learning experiences.  Rearranging the class schedules affect other outside people, the lab availability, and the faculty’s schedules.

· Students admitted to the PA Program must take all courses in the prescribed sequence within a 28-month period.  Exceptions to this policy will be honored only if they are obtained in writing from the Program Director.  Failure to comply is cause for dismissal from the PA Program.  All exams are expected to be taken on the designated day and time.
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· Each cohort will elect a class liaison to serve as a class “spokesperson” to the PA faculty for all planning, scheduling, and other academic matters.

· The liaison will manage the cohort-specific online calendar.  The calendar is for curricular and program related events only.  Birthdays and other social/recreational events should not be posted here.

· The liaison will solicit volunteers from the class to help with all Applicant Interviews.
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Computing Devices
· Students MUST have a laptop computer that can run ExamSoft assessment software.  Pertinent specifications are communicated annually to each incoming cohort.
· Students MUST have a privacy screen on their laptop for use during in-class exams.
· Many students additionally utilize a tablet device for in-class note taking; however, one is not required.

Expectations
· Testing and many course assignments are frequently accomplished via computer systems.  In addition, during the clinical phase students must log the patients they see into a web-based system.  Therefore, students are expected to possess basic computer skills – word processing, emailing, utilizing the internet, etc.

Other Resources
· UpToDate is an evidence-based clinical decision support resource used worldwide by physicians, PAs, and other clinicians.  It is useful in informing clinical decision making and keeping current with standards of care.  JMU subscribes to this service and provides access to PA students free of charge.
· Many additional apps and websites exist for use in medicine and PA education.  Some are free and some are fee-based.  Students must exercise caution in evaluating such software for medical accuracy and relevancy.
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· Medicine is both an art and a science; and is a constantly evolving field.  Instructors do their best to stay up to date, however, inadvertent errors can occur with exam content. 

· Students have the right to inquire about an exam question with their instructor; however, the following procedure must be followed:
1. The instructor will only entertain questions about the exam after they have had a chance to review the exam results first.  Please do not ask about exam questions immediately after the exam is completed.
2. Investigate and seek further information about the question content on your own.  Use valid course related resources, e.g., UpToDate, course textbooks, instructor PPT, etc.
3. If a concern still exists after completing your own research, email your question to the course instructor(s) within 24-hours of the release of exam answers.  In your email, you must only cite valid course materials such as the course textbook, UpToDate, or the instructor PPT (include page numbers when possible).  It is unacceptable to cite arbitrary websites that you find in a web search.
4. The instructor will determine the validity of your concern and whether it will impact your exam grade.

· Note:  this policy only applies to courses taught with a PA course prefix.  It does not apply to BIO 513 (Human Anatomy) or BIO 516 (Physiology & Pathophysiology).
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· Following a needs assessment and feasibility study that concluded in 1996, James Madison University decided to add a Physician Assistant Program to its other health professions educational programs.  The initial faculty members came onboard between 1997 and 1999 to develop the Program and design the curriculum.

· The Program was initially awarded accreditation by the Accreditation Review Commission on Education for the Physician Assistant (ARC-PA) in March of 1999.  The first class of twenty-one students was admitted in May 1999 and graduated in May 2001, receiving a Bachelor of Health Sciences degree with a concentration in Physician Assistant.  The program remained at the Bachelor’s degree level through the graduating class of 2005.

· Beginning with the class of 2006, in keeping with the national trend in PA education, the degree awarded by the Program was changed to a Master of Physician Assistant Studies where it remains today.

· Through December 2025, the Program has graduated 609 students!  The graduates have proceeded to serve as clinical PAs in Virginia, across the U.S., and even internationally.  They work in both primary care and specialty practices, in both out-patient and hospital settings, helping the program to meet its mission to, “provide educational opportunities and to foster a culture of wellness for students to develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to function as primary care physician assistants, serving the medical needs of the Commonwealth of Virginia and society in general including rural and medically underserved areas”.
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Assessments Performance
Clinical Curriculum
Didactic Curriculum
Admissions Process

Analysis of Outcomes
Continuous Program Improvement

Data Sources
(Input)
· Student Attrition Data
· PACKRAT Data
· Summative Evaluations
· End-of-Rotation Exams
· PANCE Performance
· Preceptor Evaluations
· Site Visits/Evaluations
· Student Site Evaluations
· Focus Groups
· Patient Logs
· End-of-Rotation Exams
· Student Course Evaluations
· Focus Groups
· Faculty Curriculum Review
· CASPA Data
· Interview Data

Results
(Output)
· Program Meetings
· Annual Retreat
· Curriculum Committee
· Each Semester Conclusion
· Annual Retreat
· Curriculum Committee
· Each Semester Conclusion
· Annual Retreat
· Admissions Committee
· Program Meetings
· Annual Retreat
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The PA Program is part of an educational institution in which there is an atmosphere of learning, as well as a sense of community.  Therefore, professional behavior is always expected both in the classroom and in clinical settings.  Respect for instructors and fellow students is to be always shown.  Development of ethical conduct and professional behavior is an essential part of becoming a physician assistant.  The PA Program emphasizes that the student utilizes self-monitoring and self-reflection as strategies to further develop growth in professionalism and ethics.
· The concept of professional identity implies knowledge of professionalism.  Professionalism can be defined as the collective sum of professional attitudes, professional conduct, and professional growth.  Throughout the Program, each PA student is expected to move toward developing a greater sense of professionalism.  Specifically, the attributes of excellence, accountability, confidentiality, ethical principles, and altruism must be developed.  The Program also values academic integrity, individual responsibility, self-respect, and respect for others. JMU PA students assume an obligation to conduct themselves in a manner compatible with these principles.
· Should a student’s personal conduct adversely affect other students, the Program, the University, or under certain conditions, the student himself or herself, the Progress Committee will investigate the circumstances surrounding the conduct.  Such conduct may result in disciplinary action, including, but not limited to, the following:
· Written reprimand/warning in student’s academic record with expectations for improvement
· Program probation with remediation, including educational activities (written paper, oral presentation, watching a video, journaling, or self-reflection) 
· Grade adjustment
· Program dismissal
· Examples of conduct for which students are subject to disciplinary action include, but are not limited to, the following:
· Abusive (physical, verbal, sexual, emotional) behavior toward JMU faculty, staff, students, or clinical preceptors
· Dishonesty of any form such as cheating, plagiarism, fabrication, misuse of ID cards, or furnishing false information to JMU or clinical rotation sites 
· Threats, physical harm, or verbal abuse of any person on institutional property or at institutional-sponsored activities
· Theft of or damage to property of the institution or a clinical rotation site 
· Unauthorized entry or violation of rules governing JMU facilities 
· Use, possession, sale or distribution of narcotics or abuse of drugs or stimulants or any illegal substances or any evidence of impairment 
· Drunkenness, or use, possession, sale, or distribution of alcoholic beverages on institution property
· Gambling on institution property 
· Fulfilling inappropriate roles, i.e., acting in a role of a previous profession (EMT, respiratory therapist, nurse, etc.)
· Breech or carelessness of patient confidentiality
· Unauthorized possession or use of explosives or firearms on institution property
· Unprofessional demeanor, dress, attitude, or hygiene
· False representation (calling oneself a PA-C)
· Inappropriate use of JMU or PA Program logos
· Intentionally misleading others or promoting oneself at the expense of a fellow student, faculty member, or patient
· Offensive/profane language or gestures
· Inappropriate remarks with sexual overtones
· Engaging in romantic, sexual, or other non-professional relationships with a patient, even upon the apparent request of that patient

Physician Assistants are called to the highest standards of ethical conduct and professional behavior.  We believe that this responsibility begins not upon graduation from the Program, but rather at the inception of one’s PA education.  Therefore, students are expected to always act professionally and are required to not only adhere to the above policy but also to the JMU Honor Code, the AAPA Code of Ethics, and HIPAA.  Confidentiality regarding all patient interactions is required and of utmost importance.  View the AAPA Code of Conduct
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· The instruction of certain examination and procedural skills may require live models.  Whenever possible, fellow students are asked to equally share the responsibility of serving as models.  This not only benefits the student performing the exam/skill but also gives the model helpful insight from a mock patient perspective.

· In situations involving sensitive exams or skills, appropriate faculty supervision is provided to assure that modesty and respect is maintained while facilitating learning.  For select exams, such as male and female GU and GYN exams, trained live models will be provided.  The student should always keep in mind that he/she represents the JMU PA Program and the PA profession.
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Dean
The Graduate School
Linda Thomas, PhD


Dean
College of Health & Behavioral Studies
Sharon Lovell, PhD
Academic Unit Head
Department of Health Professions
Kirk Armstrong, PhD, ATC
PA Program Director
Gerald Weniger, PhD, ATC, PA-C
Principal Faculty
Laura Tice, MS, PA-C
Office Manager
Marissa Zane
Medical Director
Abby Massey, MD
Admissions Coordinator
Ashley Skelly, MMS, PA-C
Wellness Coordinator
Whitney, Simmons, MPAS, PA-C
Academic Coordinator
Sharon Maiewski, MS, PA-C
Director of Clinical Education
Kristina Liskey, MPAS, PA-C
*This structure is in accordance with ARC-PA Accreditation Standard A2.07 which states, “The program director must not be the medical director”

*This structure is in accordance with ARC-PA Accreditation Standard A2.10 which states, “The program director must supervise the medical director, principal and instructional faculty and staff in all activities that directly relate to the PA program”.

Structure of the PA Program Within JMUUndergraduate Programs
Dietetics
Health Service Administration
Graduate Programs
Athletic Training
Nutrition/Dietetics
Occupational Therapy
Physician Assistant Studies
Department of Health Professions
Department of Health Sciences
Department of Kinesiology
Department of Graduate Psychology
Department of Psychology
Department of Communication Sciences & Disorders
Department of Nursing
Department of Social Work
The Graduate School
College of Health & Behavioral Studies
College of Integrated Science & Engineering
College of Visual & Performing Arts
College of Business
College of Education
College of Science & Mathematics
College of Arts & Letters
JAMES MADISON UNIVERSITY
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· In the didactic phase of the PA Program, during the second, third, and fourth semesters, PA students are required to participate in the Student-Engaged Medical Clinic (SEMC) experience.  The SEMC is the broad term that encompasses experiences at the:
· Blue Ridge Free Clinic.  
· Healthcare for the Homeless Suitcase Clinic
· Harrisonburg Navigation Center

· The goal is for each PA student to attend the SEMC 1-2 times per spring, summer, and fall semesters, for a total of approximately 6 experiences annually.

· PA students see patients under the direct supervision of licensed physician, PA, and NP preceptors.  Typical duties include obtaining patient histories, performing physicals exams, forming a differential diagnosis, performing common bedside procedures, and determining appropriate management plans.  A unique inter-professional experience, students also have the opportunity to collaborate with specialists, pharmacy staff, nursing staff, and allied health professionals including dietitians, social workers, and mental health counselors.

· By having the opportunity to care for a rural, underserved population, students may be more likely to choose a rural, primary care practice setting upon graduation from the PA Program.

· This opportunity for students to gain valuable clinical experience while still in the didactic phase of the PA Program is extraordinary.  Students gain not only clinical experience by treating complex patients who have multiple chronic conditions, but also learn much about professionalism, cultural humility, and working with inter-professional teams.

· Students are required to participate/attend the SEMC on their assigned dates.  Attendance and duties will be incorporated into the Clinical Medicine course series (PA 520, PA 621, & PA 626).

· An orientation session for the SEMC will take place at the conclusion of the first semester (December).  A separate handbook for the SEMC will be distributed and reviewed at that time.
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