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Research Brief: The Predictive Strength of the Physician Assistant
College Admissions Test (PA-CAT) Scores to Class of 2026 Didactic Year
Performance at Miami-Dade College Physician Assistant Program

Abstract

This study examined the relationship between PA-CAT scores and didactic-year performance
among students in Miami-Dade College Physician Assistant Program, Class of 2026 (n = 55). The
PA-CAT composite score demonstrated statistically significant positive correlations (p < .05)
with multiple key courses and Semester GPAs. These findings indicate that the PA-CAT serves as
a meaningful predictor of academic performance during the didactic phase of PA training.

Physician Assistant College Admissions Test (PA-CAT)

The PA-CAT is a discipline-specific assessment consisting of 240 items designed to measure
knowledge and application across nine prerequisite science subjects essential for success in the
rigorous Physician Assistant (PA) curriculum. It was developed specifically for PA educators and
admissions departments to support a holistic admissions process.

Since its launch on May 1, 2020, and through July 31, 2025, the PA-CAT has been administered
to 5,799 examinees. Each examinee receives a composite scaled score, reflecting overall
performance across all items, along with three subject-specific scaled scores in Anatomy &
Physiology, Biology, and Chemistry. The composite score demonstrates exceptionally high
reliability (0.939), making it a dependable measure of prerequisite science knowledge and
application skills, as well as a strong predictor of success in PA program coursework.

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

The relationship between PA-CAT Composite scores and didactic-year performance in the PA
program at Miami-Dade College was examined using Pearson correlation coefficients and tests
of statistical significance. The following section discusses these results and interprets the
strength of the relationships based on the magnitude of the correlation coefficients.

Correlation Coefficient

The correlation coefficient quantifies the strength and direction of the relationship between

two variables, ranging from -1 to +1. A positive value indicates that as one variable increases,
the other tends to increase, while a negative value indicates that as one increases, the other
tends to decrease. A value of 0 suggests no linear relationship between the variables.

Understanding these relationships is useful for predicting outcomes, particularly when one
variable can be measured before the other. At Miami-Dade College, PA-CAT composite scores
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were positively correlated with multiple didactic-year courses, including Clinical Anatomy and
Physiology, Physical Diagnosis I-lll, Clinical Medicine I-lll, Pathophysiological Basis of Disease |-
[ll, Pharmacology |, Pharmacotherapeutics, Clinical Pharmacotherapeutics, Clinical Diagnostic
Imaging, and Contemporary Issues for Physician Assistants, and GPA across the first four
semesters. These results indicate that students with higher PA-CAT composite scores are more
likely to achieve stronger performance in these courses than those with lower scores.

Statistical Significance

Statistical significance is assessed using the p-value, which represents the probability of
observing a correlation coefficient as extreme as the one calculated if the true correlation were
zero. For example, a p-value of 0.082 means there is an 8.2% chance of observing that
correlation (or a stronger one) purely by random variation, assuming no true relationship exists.

A correlation is considered statistically significant when the p-value falls below a pre-
determined threshold, known as the significance level (alpha). In educational research, the
most commonly used alpha is 0.05 (the 5% significance level), while more conservative analyses
may adopt 0.01 (the 1% significance level).

At Miami-Dade College, the correlation between PA-CAT Composite scores and several didactic-
year performance measures was statistically significant at the 5% level.

Size of the Correlation Coefficient

A higher absolute correlation coefficient reflects a stronger relationship between two variables
and indicates greater predictive value. General guidelines for interpreting effect sizes suggest
that a coefficient of approximately 0.10 represents a small relationship, 0.30 a medium
relationship, and 0.50 or greater a large relationship (Cohen, 1988; Cohen, 1992).

Table 1 reports the correlation coefficients between PA-CAT Composite scores and PA program
performance variables, along with their associated p-values and interpretations of relationship
strength. Statistically significant results are highlighted in red. At Miami-Dade College, PA-CAT
composite scores demonstrated large positive correlations with Clinical Anatomy and
Physiology, Clinical Diagnostic Imaging, Pathophysiological Basis of Disease Il, and Semester 1
GPA, indicating strong predictive value for student performance in these areas. By contrast,
correlations with Medical Documentation in Health Care | and Il were very low. Other
relationships reported in the tables may be interpreted according to the same guidelines.

Scatterplots depicting the relationships between PA-CAT Composite scores and performance
variables are presented in Appendix A.



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

Course Correlatfon with PA-CAT p-value f:i;fr:rattl::n
Composite score Coefficient

Physical Diagnosis | 0.415™ =0.002 | Medium
Contemporary Issues for PAs 0.313" =0.02 Medium
Clinical Anatomy and Physiology 0.659" <0.001 | Large
Clinical Diagnostic Imaging 0.536"" <0.001 | Large
Medical Documentation in Health Care | | 0.264 =0.052 | Small
Semester 1 GPA 0.606"" <0.001 | Large
Physical Diagnosis I 0.266 =0.05 | Small
Clinical Medicine | 0.362" =0.007 | Medium
Behavioral and Community Medicine -0.153 =0.265 | Small
Pathophysiological Basis of Disease | 0.351" =0.009 | Medium
Electrocardiology 0.147 =0.285 | Small
Pharmacology | 0.441™ <0.001 | Medium
Medical Documentation in Health Care Il | 0.046 =0.743 | Small
Semester 2 GPA 0.469™ <0.001 | Medium
Pathophysiological Basis of Disease |l 0.550" <0.001 | Large
Introduction to Public Health 0.238 =0.089 | Small
Clinical Medicine I 0.488" <0.001 | Medium
Physical Diagnosis IlI 0.416"" =0.002 | Medium
Pharmacotherapeutics 0.353" =0.01 Medium
Semester 3 GPA 0.478" <0.001 | Medium
Pathophysiological Basis of Disease IlI 0.365™ =0.008 | Medium
Surgical Problems and Procedures 0.223 =0.111 | Small
Clinical Medicine llI 0.497" <0.001 | Medium
Clinical Pharmacotherapeutics 0.372" =0.007 | Medium
Genetics 0.083 =0.557 | Small
Semester 4 GPA 0.282" =0.043 | Small




Limitations

A limitation of this study is that the findings are based on a small sample (n = 55) drawn from a
single cohort at one PA program, which restricts their generalizability to other cohorts at the
same institution or to PA programs more broadly.



Appendix A: Scatter plots — Relationship between PA-CAT Composite Score and PA Program
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