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L
ast spring, the Master of Physician Assistant Studies program at 

Rocky Mountain College received approval from the Accreditation 

Review Commission on Education for the Physician Assistant 

(ARC-PA) to add slots for 12 students beginning in July 2020. The 

expansion of the program from 36 to 48 students annually represents 

an ideal opportunity to achieve measured growth while maintaining the 

close-knit, supportive feel of the program.

“Our physician assistant program has established an impressive 

record of success and continues to deliver exceptional outcomes,” 

said Provost and Academic Vice President, Stephen Germic. “This 

expansion is predicated on that success and will further elevate the 

national standing of our program.”

Admission to the program remains highly competitive. In each of 

the last three years, more than 500 qualified students have completed 

the application process to contend for one of the 36 annual slots in the 

program. Last year, 760 students applied. Over the past few years, the 

program has established close to 100 percent job placement within six 

months of graduation for those actively seeking employment. During 

that same period, there has been zero attrition from the program.

“I knew during the first hour of my interview that I wanted to attend 

RMC for PA school,” said Sarah Feeney, a 2017 program graduate and 

member of the St. Vincent Healthcare cardiology team in Billings. “I 

watched the students and staff interacting in a way that promoted a 

high level of learning but you could also see comfort and trust in these 

relationships.”  

“Once enrolled at Rocky, I was surprised by how much material we 

covered as well as the unique clinical experiences that were offered 

to students,” added Feeney.  “RMC has many close relationships 

with health care institutions in the region and around the country. 

My experience ranged from clinical rotations in rural towns with few 

resources to large urban emergency departments with daily trauma 

activations. You need that range of experience to build your knowledge 

base and help you grow as a provider.”
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“This expansion is predicated 
on past success and will 
further elevate the national 
standing of our program.

—STEPHEN GERMIC 
Provost and Academic Vice President
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The program boasts a national reputation 

for the exceptional quality of its faculty and 

graduates. And the program continues to fulfill 

its founding vision: To excel as a center of health 

care education dedicated to providing medical 

services to underserved and rural populations of 

this intermountain region.

It remains challenging to recruit and retain 

primary health care providers to serve in 

Montana’s extremely rural and medically 

underserved areas. Employment of physician 

assistants is projected to grow 37 percent 

nationally from 2016 to 2026, representing an 

additional 39,600 jobs. Montana ranks as the 

state with the fifth highest concentration of jobs 

in this occupation.

Last summer’s white coat graduation 

ceremony marked the 22nd anniversary of the 

physician assistant program at Rocky Mountain 

College. The steady growth of the program 

tracks with the broad growth of the physician 

assistant profession, which was created in the 

1960s to improve and expand healthcare.

“We have a high-quality program with an 

excellent reputation,” said Program Director, 

Heather Heggem. “Over 20 years ago, the 

community and Rocky Mountain College united 

to develop our PA program. It was cutting edge 

at the time. They had amazing insight into what 

the future of health care was going to look 

like. They saw that there were significant rural 

populations lacking health care providers. It 

was early in the game to realize that. The PA 

profession was relatively new, so developing 

a program at a private liberal arts college in 

Montana was pretty impressive.”

The most significant metric PA programs 

are judged on is student scores on the national 

certification exam. Over the past five years, the 
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Rocky Mountain College program has achieved 

a 98 percent first-time pass rate, which is above 

the national average.

The success of the program has depended 

in part on strong relationships with the regional 

medical community, especially preceptors. 

Preceptors are practicing clinicians who provide 

practical, on-the-job training for PA students 

during the clinical phase of their education.

“Montana is like a small town, and we’re very 

connected with our health care community,” 

said Heggem. “Our preceptors, many of whom 

are graduates of the program, are amazing. 

They take time out of their busy careers to 

educate future generations of providers. Medical 

education simply couldn’t happen without 

providers in the community mentoring students.”

“I’ve been impressed with the Rocky PA 

students I’ve worked with and have given all 

superior ratings,” said Dr. Frank Michels, a 

preceptor and a family practice physician with 

St. Vincent Healthcare’s North Shiloh Clinic in 

Billings. “In fact, we have ended up hiring many 

of the students I’ve worked with.”

Dr. Michels, who was instrumental in founding 

the Montana Family Practice Residency Program 

in Billings in the early 1990s, has influenced the 

delivery of primary care throughout the state.

“I’ve followed the Rocky PA program since it 

was launched in 1993,” said Dr. Michels. “Like the 

Montana Family Practice Residency, Rocky’s PA 

program has maintained a strong rural health 

care focus. Many of the Rocky PA students I’ve 

trained had prior medical experience and that 

showed. They’ve been well-suited to advancing 

forward and, where they’ve been placed, they’ve 

done exceptionally well.”

As part of their six-week rotation with Dr. 

Michels, Rocky’s PA students accompany him on 

afternoon rounds.

“I take them to the nursing homes in 

the afternoon and they’re responsible for 

researching the patients before we go out and 

writing up notes on our return,” said Dr. Michels. 

“By the end of our first week together, they’re 

using the electronic records systems, charting, 

and helping with decision making. By the end of 

the six weeks we have together, they’ve learned 

the language and are fluent with the tools that 

we use.”

The intensive medical training does not 

end after rotations or graduation. One aspect 

the PA program stresses is lifelong learning. 

This commitment to continued learning is 

modeled by the faculty and staff. For example, 

the Program Director, Heather Heggem, and 

Academic Coordinator, Jennifer Beverly, both 

completed Doctorate of Medical Science 

degrees from Lynchburg College this fall.

“We want to set an example for our students,” 

said Heggem. “In the medical profession, and in 

life, you never want to stop learning.”
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Each summer, RMC PA program graduates are awarded diplomas at the White Coat Ceremony.

“Our preceptors, many of whom are 
graduates of the program, take time 
out of their busy careers to educate 
future generations of providers.

—HEATHER HEGGEM 
Program Director
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