
About the Committee:
The IDEA Committee serves to advance the PSPA’s commitment to diversity in all its
various aspects. 

What are Health Disparities?
The US Department of Health and Human Services defines health disparities as “a
particular type of health difference that is closely linked with social, economic,
and/or environmental disadvantage. Health disparities adversely affect groups of
people who have systematically experienced greater obstacles to health based on
their racial or ethnic group; religion; socioeconomic status; gender; age; mental
health; cognitive, sensory, or physical disability; sexual orientation or gender
identity; geographic location; or other characteristics historically linked to
discrimination or exclusion.”

Who was Thomas J Lemley?
Tom Lemley was born and raised in a decaying manufacturing town in Eastern Ohio.
He joined the Air Force and became a PA in 1976. He rose among the ranks finishing
his career teaching at the USAF PA Program and serving as the chief physician
assistant in the Air Force, providing guidance to the USAF Surgeon General and his
command staff at the Pentagon on physician assistant issues. With his help, PA
utilization in the USAF expanded from primary care to other areas of medicine and
surgery. Through his counseling and encouragement, many young enlisted men and
women applied for and became PA students. Tom retired 
from the USAF and came home to Pennsylvania to begin his 
2nd PA career. He joined the PSPA and became involved
 in its activities. Tom brought this Diversity Award competition
to life in 2004 with a vision of the PSPA finding ways to increase
awareness of the diverse needs of patients. With Tom's
guidance, the Health Disparities Committee (formerly called 
the Diversity Council) sought ways to look at issues of health 
disparities and attempt to highlight the efforts of those who 
are doing their share not only to increase awareness but also 
shed light on solutions. Tom passed away in 2008 but he lives 
on in our hearts. Many who were fortunate enough to know him 
called him a friend and mentor.

2026 THOMAS J LEMLEY AWARD
FOR HEALTH DISPARITIES

The Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and Access (IDEA) Committee invites you to enter this
year’s competition!

ONE pre-PA student and TWO current PA students could receive cash prizes!
PSPA fellows will have the opportunity to gain free conference registration and a
one-year PSPA membership!

In years past, the committee has received essays, videos, and PowerPoint™
presentations for this competition. We will continue to encourage creativity by
welcoming multimedia projects for the 2026 competition! All applicants MUST be
PSPA members at time of submission!



Health disparities are often discussed at a population level, but many of the most impactful
inequities occur in everyday clinical encounters, educational environments, and community
settings.

For the 2026 competition, participants are invited to identify a health disparity they have
personally observed in healthcare, education, or community service. This disparity may be
small or large, systemic or interpersonal - but it should be real, tangible, and meaningful.
Your project should address the following:

1.  Identify the disparity
2. Describe a health disparity you have witnessed or experienced firsthand. This may

involve barriers related to access, communication, cost, time, technology, language,
trust, bias, system design, or social determinants of health.

3.  Explain why it matters
4. Discuss how this disparity impacts patient care, health outcomes, education, or equity.

You may reference literature, data, or personal observation.
5.  Propose a solution
6. Present a realistic and actionable intervention. Solutions do not need to be large-scale

or fully implemented. Small, practical ideas - workflow changes, educational tools,
communication strategies, policy adjustments, or community-based interventions - are
encouraged.

2026 Competition Guidelines

Eligibility:  Pre-physician assistant students, PA students, and PA fellows are invited to
participate. All contestants must be PSPA members in good standing at the time the project
is submitted. All contestants must also be active PSPA members at the time the prizes are
awarded.

Project formats: Submissions may take a variety of forms, including but not limited to:
Written paper or narrative
PowerPoint or poster-style presentation
Short video or multimedia project
Infographic or patient education tool
Quality improvement or program proposal

Evaluation: Creativity is encouraged. Projects will be evaluated based on clarity, insight,
feasibility, and impact rather than scope. Submissions may include work previously
completed as part of a PA program assignment. If submitting such a project, please include
a brief reflection on how it was meaningful to your PA education and how it will inform your
future clinical practice

Awards:  Awards will be presented at the 2026 PSPA Annual Conference which will be held
during the Student Challenge Bowl/Awards Ceremony at Hershey Lodge in Hershey, PA.
Winners (and family members) will receive complimentary registration for the awards
ceremony.

2026 COMPETITION TOPIC: 
CLOSING THE GAP: HEALTH DISPARITIES

IN EVERYDAY CARE



Prizes:  
Pre-PA Student Division - One $500 Award to Reimburse CASPA Application  

Pre-PA students must submit their CASPA ID Number upon entry and if selected as winner a
receipt of payment of application for the 2026-2027 CASPA application cycle. Receipts
from previous application cycles will not be accepted. If the Pre-PA student does not
provide this information, then they will be disqualified from the competition.  

PA Student Division  
Individual - Two $1,000 Awards for PA-S winners
Group - $250 Awards available for group submissions/projects, to be shared amongst
participants in the group project

PA students (individual and all members of group) must be registered members of
PSPA, must not have graduated or taken boards, and still be enrolled in their PA
program on the conference date of December 2nd - 5th, 2026. If they do not meet this
requirement they will be disqualified. 

   
Fellow (PA-C) Division 

Applicants must be registered members of the PSPA at the time of submission and time of
award. Entries submitted by students who are graduates by the time of the conference are
eligible for this award. 
1st Place - Conference registration for the following year
2nd Place - Membership for the following year

Deadline: July 31st, 2026 @ 11:59 PM
              
Submission:  ALL SUBMISSIONS MUST BE RECEIVED BY JULY 31ST AT 11:59 PM in order to
qualify.  Email completed projects to ideacommittee@pspa.net.

Statement: All entries submitted should be accompanied with the following statement
Individual assignments: "I certify that this assignment is presented as entirely my own
intellectual work. Any words and/or ideas from other sources (e.g. printed publications,
Internet sites, electronic media, other individuals, groups, or organizations) are from peer-
reviewed, reputable resources within the medical community and formally referenced. I
have not used AI software. I have not submitted this assignment in its entirety to satisfy the
requirements of any other PSPA competition." As above, if submitting a project that was
previously used as a PA program assignment, please include a brief reflection on how it
was meaningful to your PA education and how it will inform your future clinical practice.
Group projects: "I certify that this assignment is presented as entirely my own intellectual
work. Any words and/or ideas from other sources (e.g. printed publications, Internet sites,
electronic media, other individuals, groups, or organizations) are from peer-reviewed,
reputable resources within the medical community and formally referenced. I have not used
AI software. I have not submitted this assignment in its entirety to satisfy the requirements
of any other PSPA competition." If submitting a project that was previously used as a PA
program assignment, please include a brief reflection on how it was meaningful to your PA
education and how it will inform your future clinical practice.

Questions? Email ideacommittee@pspa.net


