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This paper was not one of the Symposium on Health Care Delivery Today: Physician 
Support Personnel. Rather it was submitted for consideration by the Southern Medical 
Journal. Since it evaluated the physician's-assistant in a nonclinical area, it seemed sin­
gularly appropriate to include it with the papers from the Symposium, to which the 
author graciously agreed. 

For many years pathologists have rec­
ognized the need for trained personnel to 
assist them in the laboratory, as illustrated 
by the role played by medical technolo­
gists in clinical pathology and histology. 
In the autopsy room the diener, a vaguely 
defined position which usually is filled 
only temporarily by an unskilled individ­
ual, has traditionally done most of the 
tasks dealing with evisceration of the 
body, maintenance of the area, and vari­
ous related and sometimes unrelated odd 
jobs that vary with the existing situation. 

More and more demands are being 
placed upon the pathologist, resulting in 
less time for the continuing requirement 
for thorough postmortem examinations. 
Trained individuals to do autopsies often 
are not available, reflecting the general 
manpower shortage in all fields of medi­
cine. To meet the responsibilities of the 
autopsy to the deceased's family, the gen­
eral public, and the medical profession 
itself, a more sophisticated assistant an­
alogous to the physician's assistant is de­
sired for the autopsy room. This individ­
ual should be formally trained not only 
to perform like the experienced diener, 
but also to carry the postmortem exami­

nation to a more completed stage under 

the supervision of his directing patholo­
gist, giving the latter more time for other 
activities. Such a program was established 
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in the Department of Pathology at Duke 
University Medical Center in 1969 
through the Department of Veterans' 
Affairs in Washington, DC. Its objective 
was the pathologist assistant who could 
assist the pathologist in performing autop­
sies; collecting associated cultures, toxi­
cologic specimens and other special 
specimens; insuring the orderliness of 
related clinical records·; doing the required 
photography; assuming responsibility of 
insuring that the pathologist's directions 
are carried out; and supervising subordi­
nate personnel directly related to the 
autopsy suite (dieners).1

,
2 This specialized 

role now emerging in medicine has the 
potential of reducing the work load for 
the pathologist in the autopsy room by 
alleviating him of much routine work. 

On June 30, 1970, 3 pathologist as­
sistants (PAs) graduated from the inten­
sive 12 month program at Duke Univer­
sity Medical Center. These first P As in 
the country began work in separate de­
partments of pathology in different areas 
of the United States. All 3 have been 
included in this study which includes the 
observation of one PA at a large urban 
referral hospital (Mr. A )  and subsequent 
interviews with the other 2 (Mr. B and 
Mr. C) at separate university medical 
centers. The accumulated information 
forms the basis of this report-a pre­
liminary evaluation to begin to clarify 
the proper role and orientation of this 
new paramedical career. 

The Initial Training Program for the 
Pathologist Assistant 

All 3 pathologist assistants met the fol­
lowing admission requirements for the 
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