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Medical Documentation for Requests for Reasonable Accommodation by Individuals with Disabilities 

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (29 U.S.C. 701, et seq.), as amended, requires federal agencies to provide reasonable accommodation to a qualified employee or applicant with disabilities so that he/she can become a productive member of the workforce.  The Act requires the agencies to look for new and innovative ways to alter, restructure or change the ways of doing a job in order to allow a qualified person with a disability to perform the essential functions of a particular job.

While the Rehabilitation Act covers employees in the federal workplace, Title I of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (the ADA) expands disability accommodation issues to include all civilians.  The ADA defines disability related terms in detail and serves as an accepted resource for accommodation policy compliance.

A reasonable accommodation is defined as a change in the work environment or in the application process that enables an individual with a disability to experience equal employment opportunities. According to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the term “reasonable” has no independent definition.  To be reasonable, the accommodation must be effective.  Any request for accommodation that would require the elimination of a legitimate selection criterion, lower standards of performance or production, create a job where none exists, violate the seniority provisions of a collective bargaining agreement, reallocate or eliminate essential job functions, or otherwise substantially change the fundamental nature of a job, will be deemed unreasonable by the Department and such a request will be denied.

A request for an accommodation should be given to the individual’s supervisor, and may be done orally or in writing.  The supervisor and employee then enter into a dialog to clarify and determine the employee’s needs and appropriate remedy.  An employee may be asked relevant questions pertaining to the disability and the type of reasonable accommodation needed.

When the disability and the type of accommodation required are obvious, there is little need to engage in lengthy discussion.  In other cases, questions concerning the nature of the disability and the individual’s functional limitations may need to be asked in order to identify an effective accommodation.  The employee does not need to specify the precise accommodation needed, but does need to describe the problems he or she is experiencing as a result of workplace barriers.  Furthermore, the employee’s assessment of the effectiveness of an accommodation must be given due deference.

The interactive process may require that the decision maker and employee consult and work with a number of people, including medical and safety personnel.  Where the employee and the supervisor are unfamiliar with the possible accommodations, they should consult the Headquarters Disability Program Coordinator for referral to public and private resources.  
In cases where an individual’s disability is not obvious, the Department may require only the

documentation that is needed to establish that a person has an qualified disability, and that the 

disability necessitates a reasonable accommodation. Accordingly, in most situations, a person’s 

complete medical record may not be requested.  Appropriate healthcare or rehabilitation 

professionals such as doctors, psychiatrists, psychologists, nurses, physical therapists, 

occupational therapists, speech therapists, vocational rehabilitation specialists, and licensed 

mental health professionals, may provide documentation about the disability and the functional 

limitations it imposes.

In instances when medical documentation is requested, the documentation should be submitted on the attending physician’s official letterhead containing their full name, address and telephone number.  The documentation does not need to identify the medical condition, only how the condition affects the individuals ability to do the essential functions of their job.   The letter should:

1) describes the nature, severity and duration of the individual’s impairment;

2) describes the activity or activities that the impairment limits, and the extent of the limitations on the employees ability to perform them; and

3) substantiates why the accommodation requested is needed.

In cases where the Department will have the documentation reviewed by a medical professional, the employee will be asked to sign a limited release allowing the Department to submit a list of specific questions to their health care professional.
In addition to the required documentation, the employee can be required to provide, in the form of a statement, information regarding his or her disability and the need for reasonable accommodation.  The supervisor may also pose questions to the employee that are intended to elicit information about the disability.  However, matters unrelated to the disability at issue are not permissible.

If an individual’s disability or need for accommodation is not obvious, and he or she refuses to provide the requested reasonable documentation, then the individual’s request for a reasonable accommodation may be denied.

For more information on disability or accommodations contact:

Suzanne K. Piper

Headquarters Disability Program Coordinator

(202) 586-8515 Voice

(202) 586-7989 TTY

(202) 586-9375 Fax

suzanne.piper@hq.doe.gov







