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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 the University of Nevada Reno Physician Assistant
Program

Abstract

This study examined the relationship between PA-CAT scores and didactic-year performance in
the Class of 2026 (n = 25) at the University of Nevada, Reno. The PA-CAT Composite score
demonstrated statistically significant positive correlations (p < .05) with performance in Basic
Science in Clinical Medicine, Pathophysiology, Emergency Medicine, and PACKRAT I. These
findings suggest that the PA-CAT is a meaningful predictor of didactic-year performance in the
PA program.

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 the University of Nevada, Reno 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.
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Understanding these relationships is useful for predicting outcomes, particularly when one
variable can be measured before the other. At the University of Nevada, Reno, PA-CAT
Composite scores showed positive correlations with Basic Science in Clinical Medicine,
Pathophysiology, Emergency Medicine, and PACKRAT I. This suggests that students with higher
PA-CAT Composite scores are more likely to perform well in these courses compared to 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 the University of Nevada, Reno, 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 highlighted in red. At the University of Nevada, Reno,
the correlations of PA-CAT Composite scores with Basic Science in Clinical Medicine,
Pathophysiology, Emergency Medicine, and PACKRAT | fall within the “large” range, indicating
that PA-CAT scores are highly predictive of student performance in these courses. Other
correlations in the table may be interpreted using 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

Correlation witI:cI;ﬁ;CAT Composite CC:;rgLantqisgs\;:::::; pvalue Sstlag:?ftll:aarl‘lz cs‘i)zr?;; ttit:;
(5% level)? | Coefficient
Anatomy 0.467" p =0.019 Yes Medium
Physiology 0.406" p = 0.044 Yes Medium
Basic Science in Clinical Medicine 0.611" p =0.001 Yes Large
Pathophysiology 0.559™ p = 0.004 Yes Large
Adult Medicine 0.345 p=0.091 No Medium
Pharmacology 0.163 p=0.435 No Small
Emergency Medicine 0.554"" p = 0.004 Yes Large
PACKRAT I 0.522* p =0.008 Yes Large

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*_ Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Limitations

A limitation of this study is that the findings are based on a small sample (n = 25) 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

Performance
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