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Howard University and a Master and Doctoral degree in Educational Leadership from A.T.
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sickle cell research. She has also held the roles of Assistant Professor and Academic
Coordinator. On a national level, she has served as a facilitator for the Physician Assistant
Education Association (PAEA) New Faculty Skill Workshop mentoring new faculty. She is a
member of the PAEA leadership committee, where she continues to contribute to a platform of building excellence
in leadership among Physician Assistant faculty. Dr. Nimblett-Clarke is passionate about student success and is
committed to growing a community of servant leaders. Dr. Nimblett-Clarke was awarded the 2021 Capstone Award
of Excellence from A.T. Still University for her capstone project, “Classroom Assessment Techniques in Physician
Assistant Education: Improving Learning Gains.”
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Research Brief: The Predictive Strength of the Physician Assistant
College Admissions Test (PA-CAT) Scores to 2026 Cohort Complete
Didactic Performance at Miami-Dade College Physician Assistant
Program

Abstract

This study investigates the relationship between PA-CAT composite scores and academic performance in
the first semester of the Physician Assistant (PA) program at Miami-Dade College. Using the Pearson
correlation coefficient, the analysis examines the strength and direction of correlations between PA-CAT
scores and various academic metrics, including performance in didactic courses and semester GPAs.

Results indicate a statistically significant positive correlation between higher PA-CAT scores and improved
academic outcomes across several key measures, particularly in courses like Clinical Anatomy and
Physiology and Clinical Diagnostic Imaging, where the correlation is strong. These findings suggest that
PA-CAT scores can be a useful predictor of success in certain didactic areas of the PA program. However,
the study's generalizability is limited by the small sample size (n = 55) from a single cohort.

Physician Assistant College Admissions Test (PA-CAT)

The PA-CAT is a discipline-specific assessment consisting of 240 test items designed to evaluate knowledge
and application across nine prerequisite science subjects critical for success in the rigorous Physician
Assistant (PA) curriculum. The PA-CAT has been developed specifically for use by PA educators and their
admissions departments as part of a holistic admissions process.

As of July 20, 2024, the PA-CAT has been administered to 4,315 examinees since its inception on May 1,
2020. Each examinee receives one composite scaled score, which reflects overall performance across all
test items, along with three subject-specific scaled scores in Anatomy & Physiology, Biology, and
Chemistry. The reliability of the composite score is exceptionally high (0.939), making it a dependable
indicator of examinee knowledge and application skills in the prerequisite sciences and a strong predictor
of success in PA program coursework.

Relationship between PA-CAT Composite Scores and Performance in Physician Assistant Program

The relationship between PA-CAT composite scores and academic performance in the PA program at
Miami-Dade College was analyzed using the Pearson correlation coefficient and its associated statistical
significance. The results, along with an interpretation of the strength of the correlation based on the
magnitude of the coefficient, are discussed in the following sections.

Correlation Coefficient

Correlation coefficient quantifies the degree of relationship between two variables. Its value can range
from -1 to +1. A positive value implies that when one variable increases, the other tends to increase. A
negative value implies that when one variable increases, the other tends to decrease. A value of 0 implies
that there is no discernible linear relationship between the variables.
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Understanding the relationship between two variables can be useful in predicting one variable based on
the other, especially if one variable is observed before the other. At Miami-Dade College, the PA-CAT
composite scores show a positive correlation with performance in several first semester courses and first-
semester GPA. This suggests that students with higher PA-CAT composite scores are likely to perform
better in these areas compared to those with lower scores.

Statistical Significance

Statistical significance is determined using the P value: the probability of observing a correlation
coefficient by chance if the actual coefficient is 0. For example, if the P value associated with a correlation
coefficient is 0.082, the probability of observing this or a higher absolute correlation coefficient by chance
is 8.2% (8.2 / 100 = 0.082), given that the actual coefficient is 0.

A correlation coefficient is statistically significant if the P value is lower than the probability that the
decision makers consider too low to be by chance only. This threshold value is referred to as significance
level, or alpha. One of the most common conventional alpha values used in educational settings is 0.05,
also referred to as 5% significance level. When more conservative decision-making is desired, a lower
alpha value of 0.01 (1% significance level) is used.

In this study, the correlation between PA-CAT composite scores and performance in the PA program is
statistically significant at the 5% level for several variables, indicating a reliable relationship between
higher PA-CAT scores and better academic outcomes.

Size of the Correlation Coefficient

A higher absolute correlation coefficient indicates a stronger relationship between two variables and
better prediction of one variable based on another. There are general guidelines on the interpretation of
the strength of relationships (Cohen, 1988; Cohen, 1992) in terms of the size of correlation coefficient. A
correlation coefficient of around 0.100 is considered small, 0.300 is considered medium, and 0.500 or
greater is considered large.

Table 1 presents the correlation coefficients between PA-CAT composite scores and various PA program
performance variables, along with their associated P values and interpretations of the relationship
strength. For clarity, only correlation coefficients that reached statistical significance at the 5% level are
included.

For example, the correlation coefficient between PA-CAT composite scores and performance in the
Clinical Anatomy and Physiology course at Miami-Dade College is large, indicating that PA-CAT composite
scores are highly predictive of student performance in this course. By contrast, the correlation between
PA-CAT composite scores and performance in Contemporary Issues for Physician Assistants is small,
suggesting that PA-CAT scores are less predictive for this course. Thus, PA-CAT composite scores are more
useful in forecasting success in Clinical Anatomy and Physiology than in Contemporary Issues for Physician
Assistants. Similar interpretations apply to the other correlation coefficients in the table.



Appendix A contains scatter plots illustrating the relationships between PA-CAT composite scores and

the first semester performance variables.

Table 1: Correlation between PA-CAT Composite Scores and PA Program Performance

Correlation Pvalue | Statistically | Size of the
with PA-CAT Significant | Correlation
Composite (5% level)? | Coefficient
scores
PAS 1800C: Physical Diagnosis | 0.415 p =0.002 Yes Medium
PAS 1803: Clinical Anatomy and Physiology 0.659 p <0.001 Yes Large
PAS 1831: Clinical Diagnostic Imaging 0.536 p <0.001 Yes Large
PAS 2936: Contemporary Issues for PAs 0.313 p =0.02 Yes Small
Semester 1 GPA 0.606 p <0.001 Yes Large
Limitations

A limitation of this research study is that the findings are based on a small sample (n = 55) from a single
cohort at one PA program and may not be generalizable to other cohorts at the same institution or to
other PA programs.
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Appendix A: Scatter plots — Relationship between PA-CAT Composite Scores and PA Program
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