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11 Pathologists' Assistants and Their Role in the Practice of Pathology 
 
The Pathologists’ Assistant profession was created in the United States in the early 1960’s through 
collaboration between the Veterans Administration (VA) Medical Center in Durham, North Carolina and Duke 
University. Since then, the number of training programs has grown and Pathologists’ Assistants are recognized 
as a vital component of the laboratory team. This presentation will address the history of the profession, the role 
of pathologists’ assistants in practice today and their role as we look into the future of medicine. The training 
and ASCP certification processes will be addressed in detail.  
 

• To understand the scope of practice for Pathologists' Assistants. 
• To understand the education requirements for NAACLS accredited Pathologists' Assistant Training 

Programs. 
• To understand the ASCP certification process for Pathologists' Assistants. 

 
FACULTY:  
 
Anne Walsh-Feeks MS, PA (ASCP)CM 
Pamela Younes MHS, HTL (ASCP), CPC (AAPC), PA (ASCP)CM 
Mamoun Younes MD 
 
Entire Pathology Team 
Professional Development, Leadership, Career Management 
2.0 CME/CMLE Credits 
 
 
Accreditation Statement: The American Society for Clinical Pathology (ASCP) is accredited by the 
Accreditation Council for Continuing Medical Education to provide continuing medical education (CME) for 
physicians. This activity has been planned and implemented in accordance with the Essential Areas and Policies 
of the Accreditation Council for Continuing Medical Education (ACCME). 
 
Credit Designation: The ASCP designates this enduring material for a maximum of 2 AMA PRA Category 1 
Credits™. Physicians should only claim credit commensurate with the extent of their participation in the 
activity. ASCP continuing education activities are accepted by California, Florida, and many other states for 
relicensure of clinical laboratory personnel. ASCP designates these activities for the indicated number of 
Continuing Medical Laboratory Education (CMLE) credit hours. ASCP CMLE credit hours are acceptable to 
meet the continuing education requirements for the ASCP Board of Registry Certification Maintenance 
Program. All ASCP CMLE programs are conducted at intermediate to advanced levels of learning. Continuing 
medical education (CME) activities offered by ASCP are acceptable for the American Board of Pathology’s 
Maintenance of Certification Program.
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Pathologists’ Assistant Scope of Practice 

Section A. Definition 

A pathologists’ assistant is a certified healthcare professional who is qualified by 
academic and practical training to provide services in anatomic pathology under the 
direction and supervision of a licensed, Board Certified or Board eligible pathologist, as 
outlined herein (See AAPA Bylaws: ARTICLE III, Sections A, B and C). A pathologists’ 
assistant need not provide all of the services outlined herein (See AAPA Bylaws: 
ARTICLE III, Sections B and C) in the performance of their duties, however, it is 
expected that the individual will have received appropriate academic and practical 
training to provide such services. 

Section B. Scope of Practice 

A pathologists’ assistant is qualified by academic and practical training to provide, under 
the direction and supervision of a licensed, Board certified, or Board eligible pathologist, 
the following services: 

1. Surgical Pathology: 

Preparation, gross description and dissection of human tissue surgical specimens 
including: 
a. Assuring appropriate specimen accessioning. 
b. Obtaining pertinent clinical information and history, including scans, x-rays, 
laboratory data etc. 
c. Describing gross anatomic features of surgical specimens, preparing tissues 
for histological processing, obtaining biological samples such as blood, tissue 
and toxicological material for studies such as flow cytometry, image analysis, 
immunohistochemistry, etc., and performing special procedures including 
faxitron imaging and tumor triage. 
d. Preparing and submitting appropriate tissue sections for light microscopy 
(routine processing) as well as special procedures such as frozen section, 
electron microscopy and immunoflourescence microscopy. 
e. Photographing all appropriate gross specimens and microscopic slides. 
f. Performing duties relating to the administrative maintenance of surgical 
pathology protocols, reports and data, including the filing of reports, 
protocols, photographic data or slide, microscopic slides assisting in the 
completion of specimen coding and billing. 
g. Assuring proper maintenance of equipment, provision of adequate supplies 
and cleanliness of the surgical pathology suite. 
h. Assisting in the organization and coordination of anatomic pathology 
conferences. 
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2. Autopsy Pathology: 

Preparation of human postmortem examination, including: 
a. Ascertaining proper legal authorization for autopsy. 
b. Obtaining patient’s medical record/chart(s) and other pertinent data for 
review with the attending pathologist. 
c. Conferring with the attending pathologist(s) to identify any special techniques 
and procedures to be utilized in the completion of examination (e.g. cultures 
smears; histochemical, immunofluorescence, toxicological, viral or electron 
microscopic studies, etc.), and notifying all personnel directly involved. 
d. Notifying the physician in charge, the funeral home, and all other appropriate 
authorities prior to the beginning of the autopsy; and coordinating any 
requests for special specimen sampling (e.g. organ transplantation, research, 
etc.). 
e. Performing postmortem examinations which may include: external 
examination; in situ organ inspection; evisceration; dissection and dictation or 
recording of data such as organ weights, presence of body fluids, gross 
anatomic findings, etc. 
f. Selecting, preparing and submitting appropriate gross tissue sections for 
frozen section analysis as well as for light, electron and immunofluorescent 
microscopy. 
g. Obtaining biological specimens such as blood, tissue and toxicological 
material for studies including flow cytometry, image analysis, 
immunohistochemistry, etc.; and performing special procedures such as 
coronary artery perfusion, central nervous system perfusion, enucleation, 
inner ear bone dissection, spinal cord removal, etc. 
h. Photographing the body, organs, microscopic slides and other pertinent 
materials. 
i. Gathering and organizing clinical information and data pertinent to the 
preparation of the preliminary summarization of the clinical history. 
j. Preparing the body for release, (including indicating the presence of 
biohazards such as contagious diseases, radiation implants, etc.) and 
releasing the body to the appropriate mortuary or funeral home 
representative. 
k. Performing duties related to administrative maintenance of anatomic 
pathology protocols; photographic and microscopic slides; and assuring the 
completion of coding. 
l. Assisting in the organization and coordination of anatomic pathology 
conference. 
m. Assuring the proper maintenance of equipment, the provision of adequate 
supplies. 
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3. Administrative Duties: 

Performance of administrative, budgetary, supervisory, teaching, and other such duties 
as may be appropriate and assigned. 

 

Reference: American Association of Pathologists’ Assistants Bylaws, August 2007 
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Standards of Accredited Educational Programs for the Pathologists' Assistant 
Last updated 2/2007 
 
REQUIREMENTS FOR ACCREDITATION 
 
I. SPONSORSHIP 
1. Institutional Affiliation 
The sponsoring institution and affiliates, clinical and/or academic, if any, must be 
accredited by eminently recognized regional and/or national agencies. 
In programs in which the education is provided by two or more institutions, 
responsibilities of the sponsoring institution and of each affiliate for program 
administration, instruction, and supervision must be described in writing and signed by 
both parties. All provisions of the agreement must be active with written documentation 
of the following items: 
A. General 

1. Reason for the agreement 
2. Responsibilities of the academic facility 
3. Responsibilities of the clinical facility 
4. Joint responsibilities 

B. Specific 
1. Supervisory responsibilities for the students 
2. Student professional liability coverage 
3. Student health and safety policies 
4. Provision for renewal 
5. Termination clause providing for program completion of 
enrolled students. 

 
2. Acceptable Institutions 
Educational programs must be established in: 
A. Colleges and universities in affiliation with one or more accredited teaching hospitals, 
which together provide the clinically oriented basic science education, the necessary 
practical instruction, and the clinical materials and experience; 
B. Hospitals and medical centers; and, 
C. Other institutions or consortia which meet comparable standards for education for the 
pathologists’ assistant. 
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3. Sponsoring Institution’s Responsibilities 
Accreditation is granted to the institution that assumes primary responsibility for 
curriculum planning and selection of course content; coordinates classroom teaching 
and applied education, appoints faculty to the program, receives and processes 
applications for admission, and grants the baccalaureate or higher degree documenting 
completion of the program. 
 
A. The sponsoring institution or consortium must be responsible for providing assurance 
that the activities assigned to students in the clinical setting are educational. 
B. There must be documented ongoing communication between the sponsoring 
institution and its affiliates for exchange of information and coordination of the 
program. 
 
II. RESOURCES 
 
4. General Resources 
Resources must support the number of students admitted into the program. The 
instructor to student ratio must be sufficient to achieve the stated program goals. 
 
5. Program Administration 
 
A. Program Director 
 
1. The program must have a qualified program director. 
2.  Responsibilities: The program director must be responsible for the organization, 
administration, periodic review, planning, development, evaluation and general 
effectiveness of the program. The program director must have input into budget 
preparation and must be responsible for maintaining NAACLS accreditation of the 
program. 
3.  Qualifications: The program director shall have a faculty appointment in the 
sponsoring institution and meet all requirements specified by the institution responsible 
for providing the didactic portion of the educational program and maintaining the overall 
operation of the program. The program director shall be a graduate of a NAACLS 
accredited (AAPA approved prior to 1995) pathologists’ assistant educational program 
with an advanced degree (masters or doctoral), or a board-certified anatomic 
pathologist, or hold a doctoral degree in a basic medical science. The program director 
shall have practical knowledge of educational methods, and current accreditation and 
certification procedures. 
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4. Faculty Appointments: The program director must have a faculty appointment at the 
sponsoring institution or must have a faculty appointment in each affiliated academic 
institution. 
 
B. Advisory Committee 
1. Composition: The program must have an advisory committee composed of 
individuals from the communities of interest (i.e., pathologists, other physicians, 
scientific consultants, academic professionals, administrators, practicing pathologists’ 
assistants, and other professionals who have knowledge of clinical laboratory science 
education). 
2. Responsibilities: The advisory committee shall have input into all aspects of the 
program and curriculum regarding relevance and effectiveness. 
 
C. Medical Advisor/Medical Director  
1. The Program must have a qualified medical advisor/director separate from the 
Program Director. 
2. Responsibilities: The medical advisor/director shall provide continuous medical 
direction for clinical instruction. The medical advisor/director shall actively elicit the 
understanding and support of practicing physicians, and shall participate in the clinical 
instruction of pathology within the program.  
3. Qualifications: The medical advisor/director shall have a faculty appointment in the 
sponsoring institution and shall be a licensed, board-certified anatomic pathologist. 
 
6. Faculty 
The program must have qualified faculty (e.g., educators, pathologists’ assistant 
supervisors, administrators, laboratorians, and physicians). 
A. Responsibilities: The faculty must participate in developing curriculum, formulating 
policy and procedures, teaching courses, supervising applied laboratory learning 
experiences, evaluating student achievement, and evaluating program effectiveness. 
B. Qualifications: Program faculty must demonstrate practical knowledge and 
proficiency in their content areas. Faculty members must demonstrate the ability to 
teach effectively at a level consistent with entry into the profession.  
C. Professional Development: The program must document ongoing professional 
development of the program faculty to demonstrate a continuing effort to increase 
practical knowledge and proficiency. 
 
7. Financial Resources 
Financial resources for continued operation of the educational program must be 
documented by an adequate, institutionally approved budget or by a statement of 
continued financial support from an executive officer of the sponsoring institution. 
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8. Physical Resources 
A. Facilities: Classrooms, laboratories, administrative offices and other facilities must be 
suitable for the instructional program, equipped for safety, and must be in compliance 
with pertinent laws, governmental regulations, and executive orders. 
B. Equipment and Supplies: Each student must have regular and reasonable access to 
and experience with modern equipment and supplies. 
C. Information Resources: Each student must have regular and reasonable access to 
information resources containing current editions of books, periodicals and other 
reference materials in contemporary formats related to all content areas of the 
curriculum. 
D. Instructional Resources: Adequate instructional resources must be available for each 
student to attain entry-level competencies. 
E. Computer Technology: Each student must have regular and reasonable access to 
and practical experience with contemporary computer technology. 
 
III. CURRICULUM 
 
9. Curricular Requirements 
A. Curricular Structure: Instruction must follow a plan which documents a structured 
curriculum composed of general education, basic sciences, and professional courses 
including applied (clinical) education. The curriculum must include clearly written 
program goals and course syllabi, which must include individual course goals. The 
length of the educational program for the pathologists’ assistant shall be a minimum of 
22 months. The program must culminate in a minimum of a baccalaureate degree with 
documentation of completion of the clinical educational program. The curriculum shall 
contain both clinical and didactic elements. The evaluation procedures shall be clearly 
established and the criteria for the successful completion of the program made available 
to each student. 
The curriculum must include all major subject areas currently offered in the 
contemporary surgical pathology and autopsy laboratories. Curriculum content shall 
provide the student with a comprehensive body of knowledge and the necessary skills 
to accurately and reliably perform the tasks, functions and duties defined in the 
Preamble. Behavioral objectives, which address cognitive, psychomotor, and affective 
domains, must be provided for Professional Sequence courses and for courses 
principally taught by Program faculty. These objectives must address the scientific 
content areas of the program and must include clinical significance and correlation. 
Course objectives must show progression to the level consistent with entry into the 
profession. Course Syllabi are required for cognate courses as content area must be 
consistent with the goals and competencies for the program. 
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B. Instructional Areas: Prerequisite college course work shall include general chemistry, 
organic chemistry and/or biochemistry, biological science, microbiology, mathematics 
and English composition.  
 
The program curriculum must include the following scientific content: 
Professional Sequence Courses: 
Anatomic Pathology Management 
Gross Autopsy Pathology Techniques 
Gross Forensic Pathology/Toxicology Specimen Techniques 
Gross Pediatric Pathology Techniques 
Gross Surgical Pathology Techniques 
Educational Methodologies 
Required Cognates: 
Clinical Pathology 
Computerization and Information Systems 
Embryology 
General and Systemic Human Pathology 
Histology/Microscopic Anatomy 
Human Anatomy 
Human Physiology 
Medical Ethics 
Medical Microbiology  
Medical Photography 
Medical Terminology 
Safety Regulations 
 
C. Learning Experience: The learning experiences needed in the curriculum must be 
properly sequenced and include: Instructional materials, classroom and laboratory 
presentations, discussion and demonstrations, supervised practice and experience, 
Evaluation of students to assess cognitive, affective and psychomotor objectives; 
problem solving skills; and motor and clinical competencies, and the competencies 
necessary for graduation. 
1. Student experiences must be educational and balanced so that all competencies can 
be achieved. 
2. Student experiences at different clinical sites must be comparable to enable all 
students to achieve entry level competencies. 
3. Policies and processes by which students may perform service work must be 
published and made known to all concerned in order to avoid practices in which 
students are substituted for regular staff. After demonstrating proficiency, students, with 
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qualified supervision, may be permitted to perform procedures. Service work by 
students in clinical settings outside of academic hours must be noncompulsory. 
 
D. Evaluations: Written criteria for passing, failing, and progression in the program must 
be provided. These must be given to each student at the time of entry into the program. 
Evaluation systems must be related to the objectives and competencies described in 
the curriculum for both didactic and applied components. They must be employed 
frequently enough to provide students and faculty with timely indications of the students’ 
academic standing and progress and to serve as a reliable indicator of the effectiveness 
of instruction and course design. 
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S A M P L E  

Evaluation of Student Performance 

Pathologists’ Assistant Program 
 

Name of student ____________________________   Date of Rotation _____________ 
      Last     First  

Name of Medical Facility___________________________________ 
 
DIRECTIONS: For each of the evaluation criteria listed below, please circle the number on each scale that 
best represents the student’s level of performance. Please certify (sign) at end of evaluation.  

Essential Pathology Skills  

Clinical History Abstract (Comprehensive and Problem Specific‐Surgical and Autopsy) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Physical Examination Abstract (Comprehensive and Problem Specific –Autopsy Only) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

  Written Communications (Clinical write‐ups) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

  Oral Communications (Case Presentation‐Concise and succinct) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Comments on Clinical Skills______________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Essential Surgical Pathology Skills  

  Gross Description of Tissues (Concise and precise) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

  Dissection Technique (Methodology and Skill) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

  Dissection Productivity (Timelines) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Tissue Section Selection (Accuracy for Staging, Etc.) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Frozen Section Preparation (freezing, Microtomy, Staining, Mounting)  

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Comments on Surgical Pathology_________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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ESSENTIAL AUTOPSY PATHOLOGY SKILLS  

            Physical Examination 9Clinical Procedure) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

               Evisceration (Timely Organ Removal) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

               Dissection Technique (Skills and Timelines) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

               Tissue Section Selection (Accuracy for Diagnosing) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

              Gross Description of Findings (Comprehensive and Problem Specific) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Comments on Autopsy Pathology Skills____________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Cognitive Ability  

               Fund and Application of Knowledge (Applies acquired knowledge) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

               Formulation and Implementation of Problem Orientated Technique 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

Comments on Cognitive Ability___________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

PERSONAL ATTITUDES  

            Attitude toward learning (self‐learning, motivation, independence) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

              Industry  and Attitude toward work (cooperation) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

               Interpersonal attention to specimens/cadavers (Ethical approach) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

               Interpersonal Interactions with Health Professionals 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

              Professional Judgment (Decision Making) 

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 
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Comments on Personal Attitudes__________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

The student has met the program expectations of a minimum of 40 hours per week as well as additional 
expectation for scheduled hours at the clinical site, if applicable. Yes_________   No_________ 

If no, please explain  

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________    

 

Overall Rating on Student Performance  

  1    2    3    4    5    6 

Unacceptable          Below Average         Average        Above Average       Outstanding      Not Applicable 

 

______________________________                ___________________ 

Evaluator Signature                                                                                Date 

 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Evaluator Name (print)  

 




