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William “Bill” Stanhope recently donated three of the 
first original patches worn by PA students at Duke University. 
He relates that the program director at that time, Robert “Bob” 
Howard, wanted to have a distinct way to recognize PA 
students and was aware that Richard “Dick” Smith at MEDEX 
Northwest was considering having his students wear blue 
jackets rather than the traditional short white coat worn by 
medical students. Howard approached the Duke PA students 
about having them dress similarly, but after some discussion 
the class was universally opposed to the idea since short blue 
coats were worn by the hospital barber. Also, the students 
wanted to blend in with the medical students on clinical rounds 
and be taught equivalently. Howard gave Stanhope and Roger Whittaker, the two class 
representatives, an ultimatum: come up with some way of uniform recognition or he would make 
the decision for them, implying that the blue jacket was high on his list of options. After some 
exchange of ideas, Stanhope and Whittaker settled on designing a patch which, much like a 
military insignia, was to be worn on the right shoulder. Howard accepted the design, and the 
“patches” were distributed to the class of 1969 and to the following classes.  

Initially, MEDEX students did wear the short blue jackets, and the topic of what students 
should wear became a matter that each newly developing PA program had to address. Glen 
Combs recalled that at Alderson-Broaddus the standard dress code was a white three-quarter 
length coat, dark blue trousers, light blue shirt, solid blue tie and black socks for men and similar 
attire for women except a dark blue dress. Most of the original legacy PA programs had strict 
dress codes: business casual during the didactic year and ties for men during the clinical year. 
Over time, dress codes have become more relaxed, especially during the didactic year. Most 
programs continue to require students to dress professionally and to wear the short white coat 
with identifying patches and name tags when seeing patients in a clinical setting. Today, most 
programs hold “white coat” ceremonies to introduce students into the medical profession. 
Studies continue to show that patients do take into consideration the health provider’s attire and 
appearance when completing satisfaction surveys. 
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