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Newly accepted physician assistant 
(PA) students are understandably 
anxious about what PA school will be 
like. To help ease the transition into 
school, we’ve put together these valu-
able tidbits of information that would 
have made our lives easier had we 
known them beforehand. Good luck 
as you enter one of the most chal-
lenging, yet rewarding, experiences 
of your life! 

BBeeffoorre e  SScchhooool l  SSttaarrtts s

• Take a nice vacation. Relax for a 
week or two before the first day of 
school so you can hit the ground 
running. 

• Give yourself plenty of time 
between moving in and starting 
school so you can get settled. 

• Make sure you live somewhere that 
is safe and nice to come home to. 
If you have roommates, make sure 
you get along with them. You need 
to be able to relax at home. 

• Visit your PCP for a physical 
exam. Make sure you’re healthy so 
you can do your best. 

• Take care of any unfinished busi-
ness — bills, vehicle, conflicts, etc. 

• Talk to your family about the 
upcoming demands on your time. 

TThhe e  FFiirrsst t  FFeew w  WWeeeekks s

• Don’t buy every book you can get 
your hands on — you will have 
access to your school’s online 
library resources, which are also 
informative and obviously less 
expensive. 

• Buy used equipment to save money 
— just make sure it works. 

• An overly competitive attitude can 
cause undue stress on yourself and 
your classmates — forget about 
making better grades than every-
one else and concentrate on mak-
ing yourself a good PA. 

• Buy a board review book at the 
beginning of PA school. It is help-
ful for ensuring that you know the 
highlights of diseases, and it gets 
you used to the blueprint of 
PANCE. 

TThhe e  DDiiddaaccttiic c  YYeeaar r

• Don’t allow anyone from your 
school to read your Facebook. 
No, really, just don’t. 

• Dating your classmates: Bad idea. 
You and your classmates don’t 
need the drama. 

• You can learn infinitely more 
from collaboration than isolation. 

STUDENT FORUM 

Feature Editor’s Note: 
This article provides tips for new PA stu-
dents to help them manage the transi-
tion into PA school and academic life 
while avoiding burnout and stress. 
Written by recent PA graduates, their 
lessons learned cover the period prior to 
matriculation, the didactic and clinical 
years, as well as general advice, such as 
joining the local or state PA organiza-
tions and taking advantage of the oppor-
tunities provided by the Student 
Academy of the AAPA to get involved. 
Programs might want to consider provid-
ing this article or a similar list of helpful 
hints to their new students. 

– Ashley Thrasher, MMS, PA-C 

Ashley Thrasher can be reached at 

saaapapaea@gmail.com. 
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• Have friends outside of PA school. 

• You will not be able to learn every 
little detail of everything. Focus on 
the big picture. 

• Have hobbies outside of PA 
school. 

• You are responsible for how much 
you learn. You cannot depend on 
faculty, preceptors, or a book to 
teach you everything you need to 
know. This is nothing like under-
graduate education. 

• There is a lot of memorization 
involved with medicine, but you 
also have to be able to apply that 
information. 

• Keep all of your notes about one 
specific disorder together (whether 
it be in a single file on your com-
puter or on papers in a three-ring 
binder). This will help when it is 
time to study for PANCE. 

• Don’t procrastinate on anything. 

• Exercise and eat well. You will feel 
better and have more energy. 

• Get plenty of sleep. 

TThhe e  CClliinniiccaal l  YYeeaar r

• Always be on time and be profes-
sional. 

• There is a lot of leeway in medi-
cine — there are lots of correct 
ways to do something and there is 
rarely a hard and fast right answer. 

• Working hard on your rotations 
really pays off and brings the text-
book knowledge to life. Trust the 
process during didactic year — it 
will make more sense during 
clinicals. 

• Don’t take yourself too seriously. 
Have balance and enjoy your time 
off so you can work hard when it 
counts! 

• You may have more free time than 
you did during didactic year but 
don’t forget to study. Remember, 
you have to take the PANCE. 

• Don’t hesitate to let your faculty 
know if you’re having a problem 
with anything in your rotations. 

• Be assertive, especially if there are 
lots of other students or residents 
on your rotations. 

• Always send a thank you note to 
your preceptors at the end of each 
rotation. 

• Carry snacks in your white coat. 
You may not always have time to 
eat. 

• Start the process of applying for 
licensure as soon as possible. It 
can take months for everything to 
be approved. 

IIn n  GGeenneerraal l

• Join your local, state, and national 
PA organizations. These will help 
with networking and keep you up 
to date on issues within the pro-
fession. 

• Understanding issues facing the 
profession and advocacy are 
responsibilities of any good PA 
student. 

• The Student Academy of the 
AAPA offers many opportunities 
to get involved. Send them an 
email at students@aapa.org for 
information. 

• Time flies when you’re having fun! 
At times it will seem like school 
will never end, but when it does, 
you will look back and be amazed 
at how fast these years went. 

• Watch your spending — the less 
you spend in school, the easier it 
will be to repay your student loans. 
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