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Future Looks Bright
On the education front, Michael sees two bright, promising developments that should 
serendipitously dovetail in about ten years or so: research and outcomes data that validate 
the value of the clinical expertise and custom devices certified practitioners bring to the 
table; and highly educated clinicians who can effectively interpret and apply this research 
for best results.

Regarding research and outcomes studies, Michael says, “We are beginning to develop 
some of these instruments, and they might go a long way in showing the differences in the 
full scope of services we provide and limited services [of other providers].”

One problem in research has been that principal investigators in research projects 
have largely come from other disciplines, due to the shortage of O&P professionals with 
advanced degrees. However, the Academy’s Project Quantum Leap is working toward 
increasing the number of certified orthotists/prosthetists who are PhDs by tenfold, Michael 
notes. “I think that within the next 12-24 months, we will have at least two PhD programs 
in the US; this will be due in part to the Academy’s Project Quantum Leap.” Michael also 
expects to see more masters programs develop. 

“The time is right for us to have the credentials necessary to hold our own in academic 
settings. We don’t need a large number of PhDs, but we need to push forward with this. 
I think in the next ten years or so, we’ll regularly have O&P PhDs obtaining grants and 
being principal investigators in research studies.”

Noting that the first graduating class of the masters-level program at Georgia Technical 
Institute (Georgia Tech) is oriented to clinical practice rather than research, Michael said, 
“I think it’s good that the MSPO graduates are clinicians. They’ll then be the frontline 
consumers of research; they’ll be the first ones to implement outcomes-based practices, 
because they’ll have the foundation to interpret research, sort out important research from 
the unimportant, and translate that into clinical practice.”

Michael sees masters-level and PhD clinicians as becoming the O&P leaders of 
tomorrow and ready and able to implement outcomes measurements and other research, 
if available by then. Regarding clinicians with a high level of academic training, Michael 
says, “You never lose your academic preparation; you just become a seasoned clinician 
and thus better able to express your academic preparation in a practical way that makes a 
difference for your patients.” 

Michael sums up, “If things go well, in ten years we should have a cadre of PhD 
clinicians or at least PhDs who have enough understanding of clinical P&O that they can 
collaborate with clinicians. We should have validated outcomes measures that are fairly 
widely used and applied clinically. We can then demonstrate the differences we believe 
we see in a well-made, well-designed orthosis or prosthesis. We will then get respect 
from referral sources, Medicare, and third-party payers, because we can demonstrate in a 
tangible way the difference we make.” 

He adds, “If we continue to work diligently, I have every reason to think we will 
succeed long-term.”

The catch, according to Michael, is the need for the profession to survive before all 
these efforts come to fruition, and he praises the efforts of AOPA and NAAOP to meet the 
current challenges. He also praises the Academy for its longer-term goals of increasing 
academic preparation and building the infrastructure of the field. 

So to summarize: Apparently there’s light at the end of the tunnel—and it isn’t a 
train—if the O&P profession can just hang in there.

“We need to…recognize that it is the private 
insurers, managed care, Medicare and 
Medicaid, and federal and state legislators who 
should be the focus of our attention.”

—AOPA President Mike Hamontree
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