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Medical Assistant 
 

Professional Activities 
Medical assistants perform routine administrative and clinical tasks to keep the offices and clinics of 
physicians, podiatrists, chiropractors, and optometrists running smoothly. They should not be confused with 
physician assistants who examine, diagnose, and treat patients under the direct supervision of a physician. 
 
The duties of medical assistants vary from office to office, depending on office location, size, and specialty. In 
small practices, medical assistants usually are "generalists," handling both administrative and clinical duties 
and reporting directly to an office manager, physician, or other health practitioner. Those in large practices 
tend to specialize in a particular area under the supervision of department administrators. 
 
Medical assistants perform many administrative duties. They answer telephones, greet patients, update and 
file patient medical records, fill out insurance forms, handle correspondence, schedule appointments, arrange 
for hospital admission and laboratory services, and handle billing and bookkeeping. 
 
Clinical duties vary according to state law and include taking medical histories and recording vital signs, 
explaining treatment procedures to patients, preparing patients for examination, and assisting the physician 
during the examination. Medical assistants collect and prepare laboratory specimens or perform basic 
laboratory tests on the premises, dispose of contaminated supplies, and sterilize medical instruments. They 
instruct patients about medication and special diets, prepare and administer medications as directed by a 
physician, authorize drug refills as directed, telephone prescriptions to a pharmacy, draw blood, prepare 
patients for X-rays, take electrocardiograms, remove sutures, and change dressings. 
 
Medical assistants also may arrange examining room instruments and equipment, purchase and maintain 
supplies and equipment, and keep waiting and examining rooms neat and clean. 
 
Assistants who specialize have additional duties. Podiatric medical assistants make castings of feet, expose 
and develop X-rays, and assist podiatrists in surgery. Ophthalmic medical assistants help ophthalmologists 
provide medical eye care. They conduct diagnostic tests, measure and record vision, and test eye muscle 
function. They also show patients how to insert, remove, and care for contact lenses; and they apply eye 
dressings. Under the direction of the physician, they may administer eye medications. They also maintain 
optical and surgical instruments and may assist the ophthalmologist in surgery. 
 
Medical assistants work in well-lit, clean environments. They constantly interact with other people, and may 
have to handle several responsibilities at once. Most full-time medical assistants work a regular 40-hour week. 
Some work part-time, evenings, or weekends. 
 

Educational Requirements 
Some medical assistants are trained on the job, but many complete 1- or 2-year programs. Almost all medical 
assistants have at least a high school diploma, although there are no formal education or training 
requirements. Medical assisting programs are offered in vocational-technical high schools, postsecondary 
vocational schools, and community and junior colleges. Postsecondary programs usually last either 1 year and 
result in a certificate or diploma, or 2 years and result in an associate degree. Courses cover anatomy, 
physiology, and medical terminology, as well as keyboarding, transcription, recordkeeping, accounting, and 
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insurance processing. Students learn laboratory techniques, clinical and diagnostic procedures, 
pharmaceutical principles, the administration of medications, and first aid. They study office practices, patient 
relations, medical law, and ethics. There are two accrediting bodies that accredit medical assisting programs. 
Accredited programs often include an internship that provides practical experience in physicians' offices or 
other healthcare facilities. 
 
Although not required, certification indicates that a medical assistant meets certain standards of knowledge. It 
may also help to distinguish an experienced or formally trained assistant from an entry-level assistant, which 
may lead to a higher salary or more employment opportunities. There are various associations—such as the 
American Association of Medical Assistants (AAMA) and Association of Medical Technologists (AMT)—that 
award certification credentials to medical assistants. The certification process varies by association. It is also 
possible to become certified in a specialty, such as podiatry, optometry, or ophthalmology. 
 

Academic Requirements 
To be eligible for the CMA Certification Examination, an assistant must have completed a postsecondary 
medical assisting program accredited by either the Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health Education 
Programs (CAAHEP) or the Accrediting Bureau of Health Education Schools (ABHES) and passed the 
certification exam. 
 

Academic Programs 
Black Hawk College 
Carl Sandburg College 
College of DuPage 
College of Lake County 
Fox College Inc 
Highland Community College 
Illinois Central College 
John A Logan College 
Midwest Technical Institute 

Moraine Valley Community College 
Northwestern College 
Parkland College 
Rasmussen College 
Rockford Career College 
South Suburban College 
Southwestern Illinois College 
State Career School 
Waubonsee Community College 

 

Employment/Salary Outlook 
As the healthcare industry expands because of technological advances in medicine and the growth and aging 
of the population, there will be an increased need for all healthcare workers. The increasing prevalence of 
certain conditions, such as obesity and diabetes, also will increase demand for healthcare services and medical 
assistants. Increasing use of medical assistants to allow doctors to care for more patients will further stimulate 
job growth. 
 
Helping to drive job growth is the increasing number of group practices, clinics, and other healthcare facilities 
that need a high proportion of support personnel, particularly medical assistants who can handle both 
administrative and clinical duties. In addition, medical assistants work mostly in primary care, a consistently 
growing sector of the healthcare industry. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.bhc.edu/academics/career-and-transfer-programs/medical-assisting-certificate/
http://www.sandburg.edu/Academics/Pathways/Health_Sciences/Medical_Assisting.html
http://www.sandburg.edu/Academics/Pathways/Health_Sciences/Medical_Assisting.html
https://www.cod.edu/academics/programs/medical-assistant/index.aspx
https://www.cod.edu/academics/programs/medical-assistant/index.aspx
http://www.clcillinois.edu/programs/moa
http://www.foxcollege.edu/our-programs/medical-assisting
https://highland.edu/academics/nursing/medical-assistant/
https://highland.edu/academics/nursing/medical-assistant/
http://icc.edu/academics/catalog/health-careers/medical-assistant/
https://www.jalc.edu/admissions/restricted-allied-health-admission/
https://careers.midwesttech.edu/quad-cities-medical-assisting-program/?matchtype=b&network=g&keyword=technical%20college&campaign=298529184&content=383339168393&device=c&campaignid=1066&utmsource=technical-trade-Google&gclid=Cj0KCQjwh_eFBhDZARIsALHjIKd4jwK_-62MAwAW6xFuaw74I29gH5JDZiS45Jw1P_momQ_8F9FPk-oaAmMzEALw_wcB
https://careers.midwesttech.edu/quad-cities-medical-assisting-program/?matchtype=b&network=g&keyword=technical%20college&campaign=298529184&content=383339168393&device=c&campaignid=1066&utmsource=technical-trade-Google&gclid=Cj0KCQjwh_eFBhDZARIsALHjIKd4jwK_-62MAwAW6xFuaw74I29gH5JDZiS45Jw1P_momQ_8F9FPk-oaAmMzEALw_wcB
https://www.morainevalley.edu/academics/academic-programs/health-sciences/medical-assistant-program/
https://nc.edu/career-programs/healthcare/medical-assistant-certificate/
https://nc.edu/career-programs/healthcare/medical-assistant-certificate/
https://www.parkland.edu/Main/Academics/Departments/Health-Professions/Areas-of-Study/Medical-Assistant
https://www.parkland.edu/Main/Academics/Departments/Health-Professions/Areas-of-Study/Medical-Assistant
http://www.rasmussen.edu/degrees/health-sciences/medical-assisting
http://www.rockfordcareercollege.edu/programs/medical_assistant
http://www.rockfordcareercollege.edu/programs/medical_assistant
http://www.ssc.edu/academics/programs-of-study/allied-health-careers/medical-assistant/
http://www.ssc.edu/academics/programs-of-study/allied-health-careers/medical-assistant/
https://www.swic.edu/academics/career-degrees/health-sciences/medical-assistant/degree-certificate/
https://www.swic.edu/academics/career-degrees/health-sciences/medical-assistant/degree-certificate/
http://www.statecareercollege.edu/medical-assistant/
http://www.statecareercollege.edu/medical-assistant/
http://www.waubonsee.edu/learning/academics/career/med-assistant/422/index.php
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State and National Wages 

Location 
Pay 
Period 

2021 

Low Median High 

United States 
Hourly $13.98 $17.88 $23.16 

Annual $29,070 $37,190 $48,170 

Illinois 
Hourly $13.94 $18.03 $22.78 

Annual $28,990 $37,500 $47,370 

 

State and National Trends 

United States 
Employment Percent  

Change 
Job Openings 1 

2020 2030 

Medical Assistants 720,900 835,500 18% 104,400 

Illinois 
Employment Percent  

Change 
Job Openings 1 

2018 2028 

Medical Assistants 23,820 25,670 +8%  2,910 

1Job Openings refers to the average annual job openings due to growth and net replacement. 

 
 

Professional Organizations 
American Association of Medical Assistants (aama-ntl.org) 
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