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Rationale for Opinion 
 
Perioperative nursing is a specialized area of practice. Registered nurses practicing as first 
assistants in surgery function in an expanded perioperative nurse role. Numerous inquiries have 
been received by the Board office requesting an opinion of the Board regarding the role and 
scope of practice of registered nurses who act as first assistants to the physician during surgical 
procedures. The Kentucky Board of Nursing, through the Board Practice Committee, studied the 
issues and concerns regarding this nursing practice question. 

The Kentucky Board of Nursing is authorized by 
Kentucky Revised Statutes (KRS) Chapter 314 to 
regulate nurses, nursing education and practice, 
promulgate regulations and to issue advisory opinions 
on nursing practice, to assure that safe and effective 
nursing care is provided by nurses to the citizens of 
the Commonwealth. 
 
The Kentucky Board of Nursing issues advisory 
opinions as to what constitutes safe nursing practice.  
As such, an opinion is not a regulation of the Board 
and does not have the force and effect of law.  It is 
issued as a guideline to licensees who wish to 
engage in safe nursing practice, and to facilitate the 
delivery of safe, effective nursing care to the public. 
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Accountability and Responsibility of Nurses 
 
In accordance with KRS 314.021(2), nurses are responsible and accountable for making 
decisions that are based upon the individuals’ educational preparation and current clinical 
competence in nursing and requires licensees to practice nursing with reasonable skill and 
safety.  Nursing practice should be consistent with the Kentucky Nursing Laws, established 
standards of practice, and be evidence based. 
 

 

http://kbn.ky.gov/
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Registered Nurse First Assistant (RNFA) 

The minimum qualifications for practice as a RNFA is established in Kentucky Revised Statute 
(KRS) 216B.015.  Additionally, the Association of periOperative Nurses (AORN) has established 
guidelines for both the RNFA and APRN FA within the Scope and Standards of Practice (2021) 
and Position Statement (2022).   
 
KRS 216B.015 (25) defines ‘Registered nurse first assistant’ as one who: 

a. “Holds a current active registered nurse licensure; 
b. Is certified in perioperative nursing; and  
c. Has successfully completed and holds a degree or certificate from a recognized 

program, which shall consist of: 
i. The Association of Operating Room Nurses, Inc., Core Curriculum for the 

registered nurse first assistant; and  
ii. One (1) year of postbasic nursing study, which shall include at least forty-five 

(45) hours of didactic instruction and one hundred twenty (120) hours of 
clinical internship or its equivalent of two (2) college semesters. 

  A registered nurse who was certified prior to 1995 by the Certification Board of   
Perioperative Nursing shall not be required to fulfill the requirements of 
paragraph (c) of this subsection.” 

 
AORN Perioperative Nursing Scope and Standards of Practice (2021), defines the minimum 
qualifications to practice as an RNFA to include the following: 

• Obtain certification as an RNFA;  

• Successful completion of an RNFA program that meets the AORN standards for RN first 
assistant education programs; and  

• Compliance with all applicable statutes, regulations, and institutional policies relevant to 
RNFAs  

 
Benze, et al, (2021). 

 
RNFAs 
 
AORN recommends RNs have a baccalaureate degree for entry into RNFA programs and 
RNFA practice. RNs currently practicing as RNFAs prior to January 1, 2020, who do not have a 
baccalaureate degree, should be permitted to practice as RNFAs at their existing level of 
education. AORN Position Statement on RN First Assistants (2022). 
 
Standards for RN First Assistant Education Programs 

Registered nurse first assistant education programs should be designed to provide RNs 
with the educational preparation necessary to assume and function in the role of the first 
assistant during operative and other invasive procedures.  

Nursing Roles Identified in this Advisory Opinion Statement include: 
 

• Registered Nurse First Assistant (RNFA) 

• RNs/APRNs who also hold surgical assistant credentials but are not 
RNFAs/APRN FAs.  

• Advanced Practice Registered Nurse First Assistant (APRN FA) 
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These programs should be built on a common foundation to provide consistent content leading 
to a level of knowledge that will promote safe patient care. AORN, (2021) 
 
Based on statutory provisions and AORN standards, the Board reaffirms the following advisory 
opinion. 
 
Registered Nurse First Assistants (RNFAs) 
 

1) It is within the scope of registered nursing practice for a registered nurse who is 
educationally prepared and clinically competent, possessing substantial, specialized 
knowledge, professional accountability, and technical skill to act as an RNFA to the 
physician who is immediately available and onsite during surgical procedures. 

 
2) In no event should the RNFA be expected to replace or assume the responsibilities of 

the physician performing the surgical procedure, but may accept appropriate 
responsibility if the physician becomes incapacitated by protecting the surgical wound, 
maintaining homeostasis, and maintaining sterility of the operative field until the 
replacement physician accepts responsibility for procedures completion. 

 
3) Registered nurses who perform first assistant acts should: 

 
A. Possess an in-depth knowledge of perioperative and intraoperative nursing 

practice; 
 

B. Be knowledgeable of the potential complications and adverse reactions, which 
may result from such acts; 
 

C. Possess the knowledge and skill to recognize adverse reactions and to take 
appropriate action as directed by the physician; 
 

D. Perform acts which are in accordance with: 1) the Kentucky Nursing Laws, 2) 
documented facility policy and procedure, 3) evidence-based practice, and 4) the 
scope of practice of RNFA as established by Association of periOperative 
Registered Nurses.  

 
AORN, Position Statement on RN First Assistants (2022). 
 
The AORN recognizes that RNFA responsibilities and accountability may vary depending on 
patient populations, practice environments, services provided, accessibility of human and fiscal 
resources, institutional policy, and state nursing regulations. The RNFA’s 
responsibilities may include: 
 

• Preoperative patient management in collaboration with other healthcare 
providers, such as 

» Performing focused preoperative nursing assessments and 
» Communicating and collaborating with other healthcare providers 
regarding the patient’s plan of care; 

• Intraoperative performance of surgical first assistant techniques, such as 
» Using instruments and medical devices, 
» Providing surgical site exposure, 
» Handling and/or cutting tissue, 
» Providing hemostasis, 
» Suturing, and 
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» Wound management; and 
• Postoperative patient management in collaboration with other health care 
providers in the immediate postoperative period and beyond, such as 

» Participating in postoperative rounds, 
» Assisting with patient discharge planning, and 
» Identifying appropriate community resources as needed. 

 
AORN, 2022. 

 
RNs/APRNs who also hold surgical assistant credentials but are not RNFAs/APRN FAs.   

 
Surgical Assistants are regulated by the Kentucky Board of Medical Licensure (KBML) under 
KRS 311.864(6). “Surgical assisting” means providing aid under direct supervision in exposure, 
hemostasis, closures, and other intraoperative technical functions that assist a physician in 
performing a safe operation with optimal results for the patient. 

 
Furthermore, the Cabinet for Health and Family Services (CHFS) regulates certified surgical 
assistants/surgical first assistants through KRS 216B.015(10). The general assembly also 
provided a statutory definition for a registered nurse first assistant. See, KRS 216B.015(25). 
Discussed above. Although an APRN may have training and experience in the perioperative 
setting or hold surgical assistant credentials, the Kentucky Board of Nursing does not have 
authority to contradict the language in KRS Chapter 216B. Statutory language can only be 
changed by legislative action by the general assembly. 

 
Nurses who have obtained surgical assist training either prior to obtaining RN/APRN licensure 
or after obtaining RN/APRN licensure should ensure the surgical assist training was obtained 
through a program that has been accredited by a program recognized by the Council for Higher 
Education Accreditation (CHEA).   

 
The Kentucky Board of Nursing does not have jurisdiction over the practice of surgical 
assistants, which are addressed in KRS Chapters 311 and 216B. Moreover, the Kentucky Board 
of Nursing does not have jurisdiction over facilities nor their policies and procedures. An 
RN/APRN who is employed in a dual role as a surgical assistant should review employer 
policies as it relates to job duties when functioning in each role. Questions regarding 
credentialing and the scope of surgical assistant practice should be directed to KBML and 
CHFS. See also, https://kbml.ky.gov/ah/Pages/Surgical-Assistant.aspx.  

 
Regardless, all nurses are responsible and accountable for making decisions that are based 
upon their educational preparation and experience. See, KRS 314.021(2).  
  
Advanced Practice Registered Nurses (APRN) Functioning in the Role of First Assistant 
in the Perioperative Environment 
 
The APRN is certified to practice in a specific role and population focus.  The APRN’s postbasic 
program of study and clinical experience does not prepare the APRN to function in the APRN 
First Assist role. See, KRS 314.011(8).  Perioperative nursing is a specialized area of practice 
for the APRN. The AORN position statement (2022) recommends that the APRN practicing in 
the perioperative environment as a first assistant in surgery complete a program that covers the 
content of the AORN Standards for RN First Assistant Education Program which may be a 
stand-alone program or may be a portion of a graduate or postgraduate program.   
 
The APRN who wishes to practice as an APRN in the perioperative environment is required 
obtain the postbasic educational requirements as referenced in KRS 216B.015.  Obtaining 
perioperative nursing specialty certification from accredited providers assures patients, 

https://kbml.ky.gov/ah/Pages/Surgical-Assistant.aspx
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colleagues, and the public that the APRN is educationally prepared and clinically competent  to 
perform in the role of an APRN FA.   
 

1) It is within the scope of practice for an APRN who is educationally prepared and clinically 
competent, possessing substantial, specialized knowledge, professional accountability, 
and technical skills to practice in an expanded role as a first assistant in the 
perioperative environment.   

2) “The perioperative APRN who functions in the role of the first assistant at surgery is 
functioning in an expanded perioperative nursing role which requires additional 
specialized education.” See, AORN Position Statement on Advanced Practice 
Registered Nurses in the Perioperative Environment (2022). 

3) The APRN first assistant practices as part of the surgical team in the preoperative, 
operative, and postoperative area, managing patient care “based on their role-specific 
competency, patient populations, practice environments,” see, AORN (2021) and AORN 
(2022), and according to all applicable state and federal laws, and the facilities policies 
and procedures.  

 
The Kentucky Board of Nursing endorses the 2022 AORN Position Statement on Advanced 
Practice Registered Nurses in the Perioperative Environment. 
 
Education and Competency Requirements 
 
Registered nurses and APRNs who perform first assistant acts should maintain documentation 
of their educational preparation that provides for clinical practice and demonstration of 
competency in the performance of such acts.  The Board and AORN (2021) believe obtaining 
perioperative nursing specialty certification from accredited credential providers is one important 
step to assuring patients, colleagues, and the public at large that they are receiving the highest 
quality perioperative nursing care. 
 
APRNs 
Standards for APRN FA Education Programs 

APRNs new to the first assistant role are required to successfully complete a formal RNFA 
program that meets statutory requirements for the RN first assist as established in KRS 
216B.015.  It is further recommended that the APRN FA obtain the education noted within the 
AORN Scope and Standards for RN First Assistant Education Program. AORN (2021), AORN, 
(2022). 
 

The APRN functioning as a first assistant at surgery; 

• Is licensed and board certified as an APRN. 

• Is doing so under the provision of advanced practice and not as an RN first assistant 
(RNFA). 

• Complies with all statutes, regulations, and institutional policies relevant to the APRN 
who first assists at surgery. 

• Has successfully completed education that prepares him or her to function as a first 
assistant at surgery pursuant to KRS 216B.015. The educational content at a 
minimum should include the following criteria: 
o The content builds on the APRN’s education in a specialty [population focus] that 

has prepared the APRN to function in the preoperative and postoperative care of 
the surgical patient. 

o uses Perioperative Nursing: Scope and Standards of Practice as a foundation for 
APRN practice.  

AORN, (2021) p.9. 
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APRN 
 
The AORN defines the perioperative APRN as a nurse who, as authorized by the applicable 
regulatory bodies as follows: 
 

• Practices in the preoperative and postoperative areas;    

• Formulates clinical decisions in managing acute and chronic illnesses by assessing, 
diagnosing, and prescribing treatment modalities, including pharmacologic agents;    

• Promotes maximum patient functioning and wellness during performance of 
comprehensive health assessments;    

• Fosters patient advocacy and patient safety;    

• Uses the skills specific to the role of the APRN when diagnosing and treating the 
responses of the patient, family, and community to actual and potential health problems 
and the responses related to the prospect of having an operative or other invasive 
procedure;   

• Uses the Standards of Perioperative Nursing Practice as a foundation for APRN 
practice; and   

• Incorporates specialized perioperative nursing knowledge and skills into the care of 
patients undergoing operative and other invasive procedures and care of the patient’s 
family members.   

 
AORN, (2022) 

 
The APRN practicing in the perioperative environment as a first assistant in surgery: 
 

• Functions in an expanded perioperative APRN role; 

• Must comply with all statutes, regulations, and institutional policies relevant to the APRN 
who first assists at surgery; 

• Is required, as of January 1, 2016, to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to provide 
safe, competent surgical first assistant services by completing a program that covers the 
content of the AORN Standards for RN First Assistant Education Programs, which may 
be a standalone program or may be a portion of a graduate or postgraduate program 
(e.g., additional coursework included in an APRN graduate program); 

• Acts autonomously as part of the surgical health care team to achieve optimal patient 
outcomes in the preoperative and postoperative management of surgical patients and 
their complex responses to the surgical process; 

• Has responsibilities in the perioperative arena based on role-specific competency, 
patient populations, practice environments, accessibility of human and fiscal resources, 
and health care organization policy; 

• Works intraoperatively as a first assistant in surgery only and not concurrently as a scrub 
person or circulator; and 

• Works intraoperatively in a coordinated manner with the surgeon while using instruments 
and medical devices, providing surgical site exposure, handling or cutting tissue, 
providing hemostasis, suturing, and performing wound management.”  

 
AORN, (2022). 
 
American College of Nurse Midwives Position Statement 
 
“A specific credential external to the midwifery profession is not necessary for the CNM/CM to 
function as first assistant during obstetric or gynecologic surgery. The American College of 
Nurse-Midwives (ACNM) Standard of Practice VIII provides for a competency-based approach 
to expand skills and practice as a midwife.”   
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ACNM. (2017) Position Statement. The Certified Nurse-Midwife/Certified Midwife as First 
Assistant during Surgery. 
 
Facilities 
 
Facilities should have written policies and procedures regarding RNFAs and APRNs in the 
perioperative arena providing the following: 
 

“…a care delivery model based on patient needs which includes, but is not limited to: 
 (1) Defined roles and responsibilities of licensed and unlicensed health care personnel; 
 (2) A policy that establishes the credentialing, oversight, appointment, and 

reappointment of the registered nurse first assistant and for granting, renewing, and 
revising of the registered nurse first assistant's clinical privileges; …”  (KRS 216B.160) 

 
This opinion statement is an advisory opinion statement of the Board as to what constitutes safe 
nursing practice; it is not a regulation of the Board and therefore does not have the force and 
effect of law. It is issued as a guideline to licensees who wish to engage in safe nursing 
practice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Excerpts from Applicable Kentucky Revised Statutes:  
 
The Cabinet for Health and Family Services, Office of the Inspector General, Frankfort, KY, 
administers the following statutory provisions: 
 
 • KRS 216B.015 Definitions for chapter. 
 

(10) “Certified surgical assistant” means a certified surgical assistant or certified first 
assistant who is certified by the National Surgical Assistant Association on the 
Certification of Surgical Assistants, the Liaison Council on Certification of Surgical 
Technologists, or the American Board of Surgical Assistants.  The certified surgical 
assistant is an unlicensed healthcare provider who is directly accountable to a physician 
licensed under KRS Chapter 311 or, in the absence of a physician, to a registered nurse 
licensed under KRS 314. 
 

Determining Scope of Practice 
 
KRS 314.021(2) holds all nurses individually responsible and accountable for the 

individual's acts based upon the nurse's education and experience.  Each nurse must 

exercise professional and prudent judgment in determining whether the performance of a 

given act is within the scope of practice for which the nurse is both licensed and clinically 

competent to perform.  In addition to this advisory opinion statement, the Kentucky Board of 

Nursing has issued Advisory Opinion Statement #41 RN/LPN/APRN Scope of Practice 

Determination Guidelines which contains the KBN Decision-Making Model providing 

guidance to nurses in determining whether a selected act is within an individual nurse's 

scope of practice now or in the future.  A copy of the KBN Decision-Making Model for 

Determining Scope of Practice for RNs/LPNs/APRNs may be downloaded from the Board’s 

website www.kbn.ky.gov. 
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(21) “Perioperative nursing” means a practice of nursing in which the nurse provides 
preoperative, intraoperative, and postoperative nursing care to surgical patient: 

 
 (25) "Registered nurse first assistant" means one who: 
 (a) Holds a current active registered nurse licensure; 
 (b) Is certified in perioperative nursing; and 

(c) Has successfully completed and holds a degree or certificate from a recognized 
program, which shall consist of: 
1. The Association of Operating Room Nurses, Inc., Core Curriculum for the registered 
nurse first assistant; and 
2. One (1) year of postbasic nursing study, which shall include at least forty-five (45) 
hours of didactic instruction and one hundred twenty (120) hours of clinical internship or 
its equivalent of two (2) college semesters. 
A registered nurse who was certified prior to 1995 by the Certification Board of 
Perioperative Nursing shall not be required to fulfill the requirements of paragraph (c) of 
this subsection; 
Effective: July 14, 2022 

 
•  KRS 216B.160   Requirement for a care delivery model based on patient needs for 
licensed health care facilities and services. 

All health care facilities and services licensed under this chapter shall include in their 
policies and procedures a care delivery model based on patient needs which includes, 
but is not limited to: 

 (1) Defined roles and responsibilities of licensed and unlicensed health care personnel; 
 (2) A policy that establishes the credentialing, oversight, appointment, and 
 reappointment of the registered nurse first assistant and for granting, renewing, and 
 revising of the registered nurse first assistant's clinical privileges; …… 

Effective: July 14, 2022 
 
The Environmental and Public Cabinet, Public Protection Department, Office of Insurance, 
Frankfort, KY, governs the following statutory provision:  
 
•  KRS 304.17A-146 Coverage for registered nurse first assistant. 
 

Notwithstanding any provision of law, a health plan issued or renewed on or after July 
15, 2000, that provides coverage for surgical first assisting benefits or services shall be 
construed as providing coverage for a registered nurse first assistant who performs 
services that are within the scope of practice of the registered nurse first assistant. 
Effective: July 14, 2000 

 

• KRS 311.864(6) Definitions for KRS 311.864 to 311.890 
 

“Surgical assisting” means providing aid under direct supervision in exposure, hemostasis, 
closures, and other intraoperative technical functions that assist a physician in performing a 
safe operation with optimal result for the patient. 
Effective: July 13, 2004 

 
Applicable Statutes from the Kentucky Nursing Laws 
 
KRS 314.011(6) defines "registered nursing practice" as: 
 

…The performance of acts requiring substantial specialized knowledge, judgment, and 
nursing skill based upon the principles of psychological, biological, physical, and social 
sciences in the application of the nursing process in: 
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  a) The care, counsel, and health teaching of the ill, injured or infirm; 
 
  b) The maintenance of health or prevention of illness of others; 
 
  c) The administration of medication and treatment as prescribed by a physician, 

physician assistant, dentist, or advanced practice registered nurse and as further 
authorized or limited by the board, and which are consistent either with American 
Nurses' Association Scope and Standards of Practice or with standards of practice 
established by nationally accepted organizations of registered nurses.  Components 
of medication administration include, but are not limited to; 

 
   1. Preparing and giving medication in the prescribed dosage, route, and frequency; 
   2. Observing, recording, and reporting desired effects, untoward reactions, and side 

effects of drug therapy; 
   3. Intervening when emergency care is required as a result of drug therapy; 
   4. Recognizing accepted prescribing limits and reporting deviations to the 

prescribing individual; 
   5. Recognizing drug incompatibilities and reporting interactions or potential 

interactions to the prescribing individual; and   
   6. Instructing an individual regarding medications; 
 
KRS 314.021(2) states: 
 

All individuals licensed or privileged under provisions of this chapter shall be responsible 
and accountable for making decisions that are based upon the individuals' educational 
preparation and experience in nursing and shall practice nursing with reasonable skill 
and safety. 
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