The Medical Assisting Profession

Introduction

Medical assisting is the fastest growing occupation for the period from 2002 to 2012. 

Offices need flexible medical assistants who can handle both administrative and clinical duties.

The History of Medical Assisting

The first medical assistants were probably neighbors lending a helping hand.

The need for both administrative skills and clinical skills emerged as record keeping and other business details became more vital in physician offices.

Schools began offering training programs in the late 1940s.

Medical assistant organizations began developing in 1950, and certifying examinations followed soon after.

The Scope of Practice of a Medical Assistant

The most descriptive term for the professional medical assistant is versatile.

Duties vary from office to office and within the same clinic.

The Scope of Practice of a Medical Assistant

Medical assistants are found in:

physicians’ offices

chiropractors’ offices

podiatrists’ offices

hospitals

surgery centers

freestanding emergency centers

Cross-Training

Many medical assistants are cross-trained to handle a variety of duties and to cover for others who may be ill or out of the office for various reasons.

Scope of Practice Defined

 “The performance of delegated clinical and administrative duties within the supervising physician’s scope of practice consistent with the medical assistant’s education, training, and experience”

Major Categories of Duties Performed by Medical Assistants

Clinical

Administrative

Clinical Duties 

Taking medical histories 

Explaining treatment procedures to patients 

Preparing patients for examination 

Assisting the physician during the examination 

Collecting and preparing laboratory specimens 

Performing basic laboratory tests 

Instructing patients about medication and special diets 

Clinical Duties

Preparing and administering medications as directed by a physician 

Authorizing prescription refills as directed 

Drawing blood 

Taking electrocardiograms 

Removing sutures and changing dressings 

Other duties allowed by state regulation and under physician direction

Administrative Duties

Using computer applications 

Answering telephones 

Greeting patients 

Updating and filing patient medical records 

Administrative Duties

Coding and filling out insurance forms 

Scheduling appointments 

Arranging for hospital admissions and laboratory services 

Handling correspondence, billing, and bookkeeping 

Other duties allowed by state regulation and under physician direction

A Career in Medical Assisting

Medical assistants enjoy a flexible career.

There is no mandatory retirement age.

Medical assisting is attractive to nontraditional students.

Computerization and technical advances have made more positions available for medical assistants.

The trained medical assistant is a valuable asset to the physician’s office.

See Issues

Medical Assisting is the fastest growing occupation as determined by the Department of Labor’s Occupational Outlook Handbook.

This growth is projected to continue through the year 2012.

Sixty percent of positions are in physician offices.

Statistics and trends in salary and compensation can be found on the DOL OOH website 

Benefits That May Be Offered to Medical Assistants

Health insurance

Life insurance

Dental and/or vision insurance

Cafeteria benefits

Profit sharing

Stock options

Various discounts

Vacation and sick time

Paid holidays

Membership to credit unions

Many others

Professional Appearance

Well-groomed medical assistants have a positive psychologic effect on patients and influence the public relations image of the entire office.

Good health requires:

adequate sleep

eating balanced meals

exercise

healthy lifestyle

During the course of Training

personal cleanliness

daily bath or shower

deodorant

good oral hygiene

avoidance of cologne and perfumes

conservative makeup

clear or no nail polish

nails at a conservative length

clean hair, neatly styled

attractive uniform or scrubs

sturdy, comfortable, clean shoes

limited jewelry, if any

no facial or tongue piercings

name badge in place

Education and Training

The ideal medical assistant must be able to perform both administrative and clinical duties.

One medical assistant should be able to substitute for another medical assistant in the office. Cross-training can only make the medical assistant more valuable.

Classroom Training

Training in the medical assisting profession is usually obtained at:

private career institutions

community colleges

Most programs lead to one of the following:

a certificate

a diploma

an associates degree

Most programs offer theory and administrative and clinical education during the course of a day of training.

Externships and Internships

The terms “externship” and “internship” are interchangeable and are used in different parts of the country.

This phase of medical assistant training is designed to offer the student a chance to put skills to work with real patients, providing valuable experience before graduation.

Externships and Internships

The internship site will provide a supervisor, and this person should be the first point of contact for the intern throughout the time at the site.

The extern should:

be open to constructive criticism

take initiative and be a team player

treat the externship as if it were the probationary period for a new job

be open to learning skills or techniques that are different from what was taught during classroom training

General Rules to Remember

The extern must gain the trust of those at the site.

General duties may be assigned before more difficult duties are.

Read the job description for medical assistants at the site, and abide by it.

Ask the supervisor whenever questions arise.

Stay busy and active performing meaningful tasks.

Ask for additional duties if assigned duties are completed.

Show responsibility and dependability. 

Never:

breach patient confidentiality

pursue romantic relationships with co-workers and/or patients

use any drug sample without express permission

borrow from petty cash

expect the physician to treat family or friends

ask for a prescription from the physician 

Continuing Education

The professional medical assistant must continually learn about the medical profession and the newest trends and information that affect the medical assistant profession.

Continuing Education Includes:

reading literature related to the area in which the medical assistant is employed

attending educational seminars

attending meetings and conventions for medical assistants

taking advantage of CEUs

Professional Organizations

Professional Organizations can help the medical assistant:

grow personally and professionally.

keep abreast of current trends.

demonstrate seriousness about the career.

promote the profession.

receive benefit offers.

gain CEUs.

American Association of Medical Assistants (AAMA)

Formally organized in 1956.

State associations in all fifty states and the District of Columbia.

National headquarters in Chicago, Illinois.

Established a national certification program for medical assistants.

Offers the Certified Medical Assistant (CMA) examination. 

CMAs can recertify either by reexamination or through CEUs.

American Medical Technologists (AMT)

Began offering certification examination for medical assistants in the 1970s.

Offers other certifications medical assistants may qualify for

COLT: Certified Office Laboratory Technician

RPT: Registered Phlebotomy Technician

RMA examinations may be taken almost every day of the year.

AMT Events is the publication targeted toward medical assistants and other disciplines certified by AMT.

National Headquarters are located in Park Ridge, Illinois.

National Healthcareer Association

Certifications available include:

Certified Medical Administrative Assistant

Certified Clinical Medical Assistant

Certified Billing and Coding Specialist

Certified Medical Transcriptionist

Differences between CMAs and RMAs

Both are attainable through national certification examinations

AAMA fees are somewhat higher than AMT fees

Both require CEUs to renew or recertify (as of January 2006)
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