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Abstract 

Background:  Despite the long-standing faculty development initiatives for improving teaching skills in the health 
professions, there is still a growing need for educators who are formally trained in educational theory and practice 
as health professions schools experience dramatic demand and growth. Graduate programs in health professions 
education (HPE) provide an avenue for health professions’ faculty continuing professional development to enhance 
their knowledge and skills for teaching and curriculum leadership roles. There has been a proliferation of certificate, 
master’s, and doctoral programs in HPE over the last two decades to respond to the growing need for well-prepared 
faculty educators and program leadership. The purpose of this study was to identify and describe current HPE doc-
toral programs in United States (U.S.) and Canada.

Methods:  The study first examined doctoral programs in HPE identified in earlier studies. Next, we searched the 
literature and the web to identify new doctoral programs in the U.S. and Canada that had been established between 
2014, when the prior study was conducted, and 2022. We then collated and described the characteristics of these 
programs, highlighting their similarities and differences.

Results:  We identified a total of 20 doctoral programs, 17 in the U.S. and 3 in Canada. Of these, 12 programs in the 
U.S. and 1 program in Canada were established in the last 8 years. There are many similarities and some notable dif-
ferences across programs with respect to degree title, admission requirements, duration, delivery format, curriculum, 
and graduation requirements. Most programs are delivered in a hybrid format and the average time for completion is 
4 years.

Conclusions:  The workforce shortage facing health professional schools presents an opportunity, or perhaps impera-
tive, for continuing professional development in HPE through certificate, master’s, or doctoral programs. With the cur-
rent exponential growth of new doctoral programs, there is a need to standardize the title, degree requirements, and 
further develop core competencies that guide the knowledge and skills HPE graduates are expected to have upon 
graduation.

Keywords:  Health professions education, Continuing medical education, Continuing professional education, 
Continuing professional development, Faculty development

*Correspondence:  vkulo@umaryland.edu

Health Professions Education, Graduate School, University of Maryland 
Baltimore, MD, Baltimore, USA

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12909-022-03937-z&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 13Kulo and Cestone ﻿BMC Medical Education          (2022) 22:853 

Background
Health professions will face dramatic workforce and fac-
ulty shortages nationally due to several converging fac-
tors: an aging workforce, a growth in care needs of an 
aging population, and expanding healthcare coverage [1]. 
For example, medicine will face an anticipated shortage 
between 54,100 and 139,000 physicians by 2033 [1, 2]. 
The American Association of Colleges of Nursing cites 
that on average there will be “175,900 openings for RNs 
each year through 2029 when nurse retirements and 
workforce exits are factored into the number of nurses 
needed in the U.S.” (p. 1) [3]. Further, the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics anticipates the need for nurse anesthetists, 
nurse midwives, and nurse practitioners to grow by 40%, 
registered nurses by 6%, and the need for physician assis-
tants is projected to grow by 28% through 2031 [4–6].

To combat looming attrition due to workforce aging, 
admissions and enrollment increases are evident across 
fields, from medicine, nursing, to physician assistants 
[7–9]. This expansion in the training pipeline exacer-
bates the pressing problem of faculty shortages that many 
health professions are already experiencing. For instance, 
80,407 qualified applicants were turned away from nurs-
ing programs in 2019 mainly due to faculty shortages 
[10]. In a 2019 program survey, 88% of physician assistant 
programs reported lack of qualified faculty as a barrier 
to recruiting new faculty, and 90% of programs reported 
that candidates lack the required teaching experience 
[11].

Indeed, a majority of faculty in the health professions 
have little to no formal training in educational theory 
and practice, despite more than three decades of calls to 
develop and reward medical education teachers for their 
educational work [12]. This gap has traditionally been 
addressed by faculty development (FD) initiatives aimed 
at improving teaching skills. Bligh asserted that “suc-
cessful faculty development results in improved teaching 
performance and leads to better learning outcomes for 
students or doctors” (p. 120) [13]. There have been long-
standing FD initiatives in the health professions, with 
longitudinal programs cited as having sustained posi-
tive effects on intrapersonal, interpersonal, teaching, and 
career development [14].

In systematic reviews of FD literature, researchers 
reported numerous studies on initiatives designed to 
improve teaching effectiveness and leadership abilities 
in medical education [15–19]. They noted that partici-
pants’ knowledge of educational principles and specific 
instructional strategies increased, and gains in teach-
ing skills as well as changes in instructional practices 
were reported [15, 16]. Similarly, for FD interventions 
designed to improve leadership abilities, participants 
reported changes in leadership behavior in addition to 

gains in leadership knowledge and skills [18]. Ward and 
Stanulis proposed a model for FD using targeted coach-
ing and assisted performance to help medical educators 
learn to teach effectively [20].

In nursing education, research on FD initiatives found 
an increase in participants’ knowledge and skills as well 
as improved preparation for clinical teaching [21–23]. 
With regard to FD initiatives in dental education, par-
ticipants reported increased knowledge of instructional 
innovation, improved instructional practice, and imple-
mentation of new instructional methods [24]. Tricio and 
colleagues found that dental faculty used more student-
centered strategies and reported improved quality of 
student learning, whereas students reported improved 
teaching skills [25]. In a program to teach pharmacy 
faculty the concept of a flipped classroom, participants 
reported increased understanding of a flipped classroom 
and stated that they would consider flipping one of their 
classes [26].

Despite the faculty development initiatives for improv-
ing teaching practices, challenges remain in improving 
teaching skills and educational knowledge among health 
professions educators who may benefit. In response to 
the challenge, there is a proliferation of graduate pro-
grams in health professions education (HPE) to address 
the need for educators who are formally trained in 
teaching and learning [27, 28]. Additionally, researchers 
contended that HPE programs can strengthen the prepa-
ration of continuing professional development (CPD) 
educators and enhance the delivery of CPD by providing 
the knowledge, skills, and competencies needed to teach 
and lead effectively [29, 30]. Further, with the ongoing 
debate on whether physician assistant (PA) education 
should transition to an entry-level doctoral degree [31, 
32], HPE programs can provide an avenue for preparing 
doctorally-trained PA faculty.

Over the last two decades, the number of graduate 
programs in HPE has grown tremendously including 
certificate, master’s, and doctoral programs. The mas-
ter’s degree has been the most chosen credential [33] and 
has the potential to facilitate the development of a criti-
cal mass of educators and thus, meet the need for faculty 
supply. In addition to preparing skilled faculty educators, 
doctoral programs cultivate independent researchers 
to advance theory and improve practice through con-
ducting rigorous educational research and scholarship. 
A study conducted in 1998 identified a total of 15 HPE 
programs worldwide [34] and subsequent studies have 
been conducted with the most recent studies in 2012 
and 2014 identifying 121 master’s programs and 24 doc-
toral programs, respectively [33, 35–38]. A list of existing 
master’s and PhD programs in HPE worldwide including 
their delivery format and links to program websites was 
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previously maintained by the Foundation for Advance-
ment of International Medical Education and Research 
(FAIMER) [39]. However, FAIMER did not provide a 
detailed description of the characteristics of these pro-
grams. New doctoral programs have launched since the 
2014 study but a comprehensive description of these 
programs to guide prospective HPE students and CPD 
educators is lacking. The purpose of this study was to 1) 
examine all current HPE doctoral programs in the U.S. 
and Canada, 2) identify any new doctoral programs that 
have been established since the prior study in 2014, and 
3) describe the characteristics of these programs, high-
lighting their similarities and differences.

Methods
Our analysis began with examining HPE doctoral pro-
grams identified in earlier work [37]. We then reviewed 
the FAIMER website to verify if any new programs had 
been added to the site since the article was published. In 
our initial review in the Summer of 2020, the FAIMER 
website had not yet been updated with newer programs 
but was still available. Therefore, we conducted an online 
search using the following search terms: “PhD in HPE,” 
“EdD in HPE,” “doctoral/doctorate programs in HPE,” 
“doctoral/doctorate degree in HPE,” and “doctoral/doc-
torate and HPE.” Using the same search terms, we con-
ducted a literature review in PubMed, ERIC, and Google 
Scholar to find any additional articles describing HPE 
doctoral programs.

Our inclusion criterion was HPE doctoral programs 
in the U.S. and Canada because we wanted to under-
stand the similarities and differences of North American 
programs. We excluded programs that did not focus on 
education in the health professions. We collected the 
characteristics of the programs from each program’s 
website. In the cases where information was no longer 
available online for programs that were identified in the 
previous study, we contacted administrators at these 
institutions to verify whether the program was still being 
offered. We organized program information in a table 
consisting of the following 10 fields: name and loca-
tion of institution, degree title, admission requirements, 
published program duration, credit hours, graduation 
requirements, delivery format, program cost, academic 
location, and website link.

Results
We identified 20 doctoral programs, 17 in the U.S. and 3 
in Canada (Table 1). Since 2014, 12 new programs have 
been established in the U.S. and 1 new program in Can-
ada. We also found that the PhD program at North Caro-
lina State University no longer exists. Additionally, while 
two EdD programs identified in the previous study still 

exist, they no longer offer a concentration in HPE and 
were therefore excluded from the results (College of Saint 
Mary and Nova Southeastern University). The character-
istics of the 20 programs, as well as their similarities and 
differences, are described next.

Location of institution and degree title
Using the geographic classification system of the U.S. 
Census Bureau, 6 of the 17 U.S. institutions are in the 
South, 5 in the Northeast, 3 in the Midwest, and 3 in the 
West [40]. Using the census divisions of Canada, 2 pro-
grams are located in Ontario and 1 in Alberta [41]. Fig-
ure  1 maps the geographic locations of all 20 programs 
[42].

Eight of the 20 programs are doctor of philosophy 
degrees (PhD) in HPE, three programs offer an educa-
tional doctorate (EdD) in HPE, two programs offer a PhD 
in Health Sciences, and one offers a Doctor of Health 
Professions Education (DHPE). There were other nota-
ble variations in offerings and title of the degree. These 
differences include: Eastern Virginia Medical School 
(EVMS) offers both an EdD and PhD in Medical and 
Health Professions Education, University of Houston 
(UH) offers an EdD in Professional Leadership for Health 
Science Education, University of Illinois Chicago (UIC) 
offers a PhD in Education with a concentration in Critical 
Pedagogies and Urban Teacher Education and a speciali-
zation in Health Professions Education. The University 
of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) offers a PhD in Interdiscipli-
nary Health Sciences, University of Ottawa offers a PhD 
in Education with a concentration in HPE, whereas the 
University of Calgary offers a PhD in Community Health 
Sciences with a specialization in Medical Education.

Admission requirements
The criteria for admissions also varied across institu-
tions. Nineteen programs (95%) require a master’s degree 
or higher for admission. UIC also admits students with 
a bachelor’s degree, however these students must com-
plete additional coursework. Ten programs require a 
grade point average (GPA) of 3.0 and above, one program 
requires a minimum GPA of 2.6 and another requires a 
minimum GPA of 2.5. Seventeen programs require a 
statement of purpose, 16 require a curriculum vitae, 15 
require letters of recommendation, and 5 require a writ-
ing sample. Interviews are required for four programs 
and may be required for two programs. Four programs 
require the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) scores, 
one program recommends GRE scores if available, and 
17 programs require the Test of English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (TOEFL) scores for international applicants.
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Program duration and curricula foci
The duration of these programs ranges from 3 to 8 years 
depending on whether students are enrolled full-time or 
part-time. The required credit hours across the U.S. pro-
grams averages 58 credit hours, with a range of 48–70 
credit hours. One outlier that was not factored into our 
average requires 144 credit hours. The Uniformed Ser-
vices University (USU) courses are based on quarter 
credit hours instead of semester hours, thus, 144 credit 
hours are equivalent to 96 semester hours. The wide 
difference in the credit hours is because the USU pro-
gram requires more courses, as well as more credit hour 
requirements, for a practicum (20) and dissertation (30). 
The required credits for the three programs in Canada 
range from 1.5 credits (courses only) to a minimum of 
18 credits. Western University has three mandatory half-
credit courses and the rest of the courses are seminars.

Within curricula, most programs include core con-
tent areas for HPE programs as previously reported [33]. 
These include teaching and learning, curriculum devel-
opment, program evaluation and learner assessment, 
educational research methods, and leadership and man-
agement, with some variation in courses. Some nota-
ble courses that are offered in more than one program 
include, finance and fiscal management/budgeting; cul-
tural competence and multicultural education; diversity 
in education/healthcare education and the workforce; 
and professional, ethical, and legal issues in HPE.

Graduation requirements typically include completing 
required courses, which range from 6–24 courses across 
the programs, completing a research project, or disser-
tation/thesis. Three online programs have a residency 
requirement and onsite seminars. In six programs, stu-
dents complete a teaching or leadership practicum/intern-
ship/preceptorship. The USU program requires students 
to assemble a comprehensive portfolio that demonstrates 
they have achieved each HPE program competency.

Delivery format and cost
The delivery format of the programs varies. Nine programs 
offer the degree in a hybrid format, combining online and 
face-to-face instruction. Seven programs are online, and 
four programs offer only face-to-face instruction. The aver-
age cost of U.S. programs is $894 (USD) per credit hour and 
is $6,685 (CAD) per year in Canada. The current cost of U.S. 
programs ranges from $505 to $1,354 per credit hour, with 
the face-to-face program having the least expensive in-state 
tuition. Of the three programs in Canada, the least expen-
sive one is about $3,464 (CAD) per year and the costliest 
one is approximately $8,499 per year for citizens/residents 
and $8,081 - $9,219 per year for international students.

Academic home
Five programs are hosted in the college/school of medi-
cine, four programs in the college/school of health 

Fig. 1  Geographic locations of HPE doctoral programs in the U.S. and Canada



Page 11 of 13Kulo and Cestone ﻿BMC Medical Education          (2022) 22:853 	

sciences, two programs each are in the college of edu-
cation and the college/school of health professions. The 
remaining seven programs vary or include more than 
one college or school. One program each is housed in a 
graduate school, center for interprofessional studies and 
innovation, school of nursing, college of graduate health 
studies, school of health and medical sciences, and col-
lege of health and human services. The UIC program is 
co-hosted by the colleges of education and medicine.

Discussion
This study examined trends in the number and charac-
teristics of doctoral programs in HPE, comparing their 
similarities and differences. We found that there were 10 
programs in the U.S. and Canada in 2014 and we identi-
fied 13 new programs that had been established since that 
time – more than 100% increase in a span of 8 years. Our 
search revealed, however, that three of the initial eight 
programs in the U.S. no longer offer a doctoral degree in 
HPE. It is unclear why two of the programs discontinued 
the HPE concentration and one program stopped offer-
ing the degree completely.

Most programs in the U.S. are in the Southern region 
with the Western region having the fewest programs. It 
is worth noting that using the same geographic classifica-
tion system, we classified U.S. medical schools [43] and 
the results were strikingly similar; the South region has 
the highest number of medical schools, and the West 
region has the fewest. The congruence between the num-
ber of doctoral programs in HPE and medical schools 
by region may reflect the fact that more institutions are 
responding to the increasing demand for health profes-
sions educators who have formal training in education, as 
reflected in the Southern region. While most of the infor-
mation about the programs was available on the program 
websites, some information was not clear or was incom-
plete. For example, for admission requirements, some 
programs did not provide grading criteria or information 
about the minimum required scores for GRE or TOEFL. 
This may suggest that these were not important crite-
ria for admission, or they were merely omitted from the 
website.

There are many similarities across programs with 
respect to the admission requirements, duration, deliv-
ery format, curriculum, and graduation requirements. 
Almost half of the programs are delivered in a hybrid 
format, with program duration ranging from 3 to 8 years. 
Most programs require completion of core courses, elec-
tive courses, and either a research project or disserta-
tion/thesis. Of note, there were four unique courses 
required in some programs including, cultural compe-
tence and multicultural education; diversity in healthcare 

education; finance and fiscal management/budgeting; 
and professional, ethical, and legal issues in HPE.

While two programs have stand-alone courses in cul-
tural competence and diversity, it is possible that other 
programs cover these content areas longitudinally across 
their courses. Since HPE doctoral programs are not 
overseen by an independent accreditor, there is no “gold 
standard” for the learning outcomes and the curriculum 
structure. There is a lot of institutional leeway in the cur-
riculum elements, admissions criteria, program length, 
and graduation requirements. The variation in curricula 
begs the question of whether there should be formal 
standardized competencies for HPE graduates. With the 
current growth of recent programs, there is a growing 
need for developing a core body of knowledge or compe-
tencies to provide guidance on the knowledge and skills 
all HPE graduates should possess. Researchers recently 
proposed seven domains of competence for the HPE doc-
toral curriculum, including professional expert, research 
and scholarship, teaching, interdisciplinary collaboration, 
leadership and management, professionalism, and per-
sonal and professional development [44]. Another study 
suggested 24 entrustable professional activities (EPAs) 
for HPE graduates categorized into three broad areas: 
research and scholarship, educational development, and 
educational management [45]. External validity of the 24 
EPAs resulted in 17 EPAs across two domains, namely, 
research and scholarship and educational development 
[46]. These competencies and EPAs need to be pilot 
tested with HPE doctoral students in different programs 
to validate them.

Recommendations
As described earlier, there is a wide variation in the cur-
rent titles given to HPE programs. For example, PhD in 
Medical Education, PhD in Health Sciences, EdD in Pro-
fessional Leadership for Health Science Education, and 
PhD in Community Health Sciences: Medication Edu-
cation. Some of the titles may not be noticeably clear to 
prospective applicants regarding the focus of the degree. 
This was sometimes unclear to the authors without care-
fully reading the program and course titles or descrip-
tions. We recommend that the naming convention of the 
degree be standardized to include “Health Professions 
Education” in the title.

In recent articles, several authors have contended that 
HPE should be considered as its own field because 1) it 
meets Boyer’s four criteria of a mature scholarly dis-
cipline namely discovery, integration, application, and 
teaching [47], and 2) HPE programs have the six charac-
teristics of a distinct academic discipline as described in 
Krishnan’s framework [48]. Therefore, standardizing the 
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degree title to include “Health Professions Education” 
will bolster the discipline as its own field.

We also recommend that the interprofessional team of 
faculty who teach in HPE programs includes faculty with 
expertise in educational theory and practice, in addition 
to faculty from the health professions fields. Faculty with 
a background in education can contribute to teaching 
courses in which they were trained such as, learning the-
ories, curriculum development and instructional design, 
instructional strategies, and assessment. These are the 
anchor courses present in most curricula we examined in 
HPE programs and warrant being taught by subject mat-
ter experts.

Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, it only looked at 
doctoral programs in U.S. and Canada, which does not 
provide the complete landscape of doctoral programs 
worldwide. A second limitation is that the information 
presented was mostly extracted from program websites 
and it is possible that this information may not be cur-
rent for that program. Information about some of the 
programs was not easy to find on the program websites, 
which for advancing HPE education, may discourage or 
limit the number of potential HPE applicants. As much 
as this article has attempted to provide accurate details 
about current programs, new programs already in devel-
opment will emerge in the next few years making this 
information obsolete. In fact, during this study, we real-
ized that one program had been discontinued after iden-
tifying it in our initial search, and then we found four 
new programs in subsequent searches.

Conclusions
As health professions experience dramatic demand 
and growth, the pressing problem of faculty shortages 
continues to persist. This workforce problem presents 
an opportunity, or perhaps imperative, for continuing 
professional development in HPE through certificates, 
master’s, or doctoral programs. In addition, doctoral 
programs prepare independent researchers to advance 
educational theory and practice through research and 
scholarship. While the current HPE doctoral programs 
in the U.S. and Canada have many similarities, there 
are some notable differences with respect to the admis-
sion requirements, duration, delivery format, curricu-
lum, cost, and graduation requirements. There is a need 
for standardizing the degree requirements, title, and 
developing core competencies to provide guidance on 
the knowledge and skills HPE graduates are expected 
to have upon degree completion. Future studies should 
examine the outcomes from these programs and the 
impact graduates are making in the HPE field.
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