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In accordancewith theAmericanswithDisabilitiesAct of 1990 and theAccreditationCouncil forPharmacy
Education Standards 2016, schools and colleges are required to provide reasonable disability-related
accommodations for eligible students enrolled in a Doctor of Pharmacy (PharmD) program. Strategies
for providing reasonable and effective accommodations in didactic classrooms have been well defined.
In contrast, PharmDprograms often grapplewith supporting learners requiring disability-related accommo-
dations during skills-based laboratory and experiential learning performance assessments. A process that
supports individualized accommodation planning, spans the breadth of the curriculum, aligns with
course-level goals and learning objectives, and supports achievement of the 2013 Center for the Advance-
ment of Pharmacy Education Educational Outcomes at the PharmD program level is essential to a student’s
successful academicprogression.This commentary discusses challenges that arisewhendeveloping accom-
modation plans in patient-care skills laboratories and offers methods for bridging skills-based accommoda-
tion needs to experiential settings,whilemanaging accommodations in an ever-evolving practice landscape.
Keywords: accommodations, skills-based, laboratory, experiential, disability

INTRODUCTION
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a civil

rights law passed in 1990 that protects individuals with dis-
abilities from discrimination within public life. The ADA
aims to ensure that those with disabilities have equal rights
and opportunities with regard to jobs, transportation,
schools, and other public and private spaces. In 2009, the
ADA Amendments Act redefined disability to clarify and
broaden its definition as “a physical or mental impairment
that substantially limits one or more major life activities, a
record of such an impairment, or being regarded as having
an impairment.”1

Within educational settings, accommodations reduce
or remove barriers so that all qualified students have the
opportunity to engage in learning and complete training
requirements. Individuals may request disability-related
accommodations needed to gain equal access, rights, and/
or privileges.

Educational institutions are asked to address two
overarching questions when accommodations are
requested: “Does an individual have a disability as defined
by the ADA?” and if so, “Are the accommodations
requested reasonable?”2 A reasonable accommodation is a
modification or adjustment to the way things are normally
done that does not fundamentally alter a program’s objec-
tives, standards, or integrity, or result in an undue burden.3

In the context of health professions education, technical
standards provide a benchmark for curriculum-based skills
and abilities that must be preserved.4,5 Therefore, aspects
specific to individual health professions, such as theDoctor
of Pharmacy (PharmD) program,must be consideredwhen
designing institutional accommodation processes and
individualized accommodation plans.6-9

Vos and colleagues provided guidance on application
of reasonable accommodations specific to advanced phar-
macy practice experiences (APPEs). They believe success-
fulaccommodationsarepredicatedonprovidingpreceptors
and experiential faculty adequate time, resources, and
knowledge.6Thesenecessitiesextend tosimulatedenviron-
ments where students develop skills for experiential rota-
tions, specifically the patient care skills laboratory. In this
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commentary, we suggest that when accommodations are
requested within pharmacy education, stakeholders from
skills laboratory and experiential learning environments
shouldbeengagedearly to support reasonable andeffective
accommodationplanning.Thiscommentaryprovidesguid-
ance on how collaborations can ensure that adequate time,
resources, and knowledge are shared across learning envi-
ronments as studentsmove from skills laboratory to experi-
ential learning, and common challenges encountered along
the way.

In this manuscript, “bridge” is used as a metaphor for
transitioning accommodationplans across thePharmDcur-
riculum. A recent article proposed key actions that institu-
tions should consider to ensure students with learning
disabilities are treated fairly and provided reasonable chan-
cesforsuccess.7Webelieveappropriatelythreadingaccom-
modationplansthroughoutacurriculumisanactionmissing
fromthat list.Toooftenaccommodationplansarecreated in
silos for applicationwithin specific areas of the curriculum
instead of integrating curricular areas into an overarching
plan as it is developed. Robust accommodation planning
occurs when purposeful collaboration extending across
theentirecurriculumtakesplace,andthatmustincludeskills
laboratory and experiential stakeholders. By aligning
accommodationplans across both settings, programsestab-
lish realistic expectations for learners, faculty, and precep-
tors, and provide transparency around those expectations
as students transition fromsimulated to real-world environ-
ments during introductory pharmacy practice experiences
(IPPEs), APPEs, and after graduation.

DISCUSSION
Institutionsarerequiredtohaveaprocessbywhichstu-

dentswithdisabilities can request accommodations.1Based
on the authors’ collective experiences, this process applies
well to the didactic learning environment, but does not
always consider the challenges presented by the skills
laboratory and practice experiences, and the different
accommodations needed within these simulated and real-
world environments. As such, we discuss challenges that
require addressing and considerations that can be used by
skills laboratory and experiential directors to build a bridge
betweenthetwolearningenvironmentswithinaccommoda-
tion processes.

Challenge 1. Establishing a Supportive Culture for
Accommodations

Althoughmost faculty are supportive of students with
disabilities as participants in educational settings, some
view students with disabilities less favorably.10 This may
be due to their lack of knowledge or training related to

disabilities and making reasonable accommodations to
effectivelymanagea student’s ability toachievecourseout-
comes.11Schoolsshouldeducatefacultyandstaff regarding
the roleandvalueofaccommodationplanning inastudent’s
development and overall education and address associated
misperceptions and stigmas. This can occur through both
new faculty orientation programming as well as on-going
faculty development. Providing clear expectations andpro-
cesses for handling accommodations supports a culture of
equity based on student learning needs.

A variety of resources are available to identify and
meetaccommodation-basedrequirements,developimpact-
ful plans, and create a culture that supports student learning
through accommodations across the curriculum.Organiza-
tions such as the Job Accommodation Network (askja-
n.org), Association on Higher Education And Disability
(ahead.org), US Department of Justice Civil Rights
Division (ada.gov), US Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (eeoc.gov), and USDepartment of Education
(ed.gov) offer valuable tools, guidance, and assistance for
accommodation planning and development.

Challenge 2. Identifying Key Stakeholders Early in
the Process

Effective accommodation planning is contingent on
having necessary stakeholders at the table.

In the early stages of planning, it may be difficult to
identify key individuals, especially if the documented
request for accommodation lacks sufficient detail. For
example, an accommodation request may generically state
“double (2x) the standard time for all written or Scantron
exams and quizzes, including take-home exams.” Such a
request flags instructors of courseswithwritten orScantron
exams and quizzes to be engaged in the accommodation
process; however, instructors of courses with primarily
performance-based assessments, such as skills laboratory
andexperientialcourses, shouldalsobe immediately identi-
fiedaskey stakeholders.Most if not all schools andcolleges
ofpharmacyimmediatelyengagestudentswithinsimulated
skills laboratory environments in preparation for practice
experiences. As such, accommodations provided in the
skills laboratory could be carried over into both IPPEs and
APPEs. Schools and colleges should have an accommoda-
tion process that considers this relationship early on in the
planning stages.

Programs should also educate students on the process
and importance of engaging with key stakeholders early
andoftentoensurethatsufficienttimeandresourcesareded-
icated to successfulaccommodationplanning. If a student is
given the opportunity from the start to engage with the
majorityofstakeholdersandexplainthecontextofarequest,
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underlyingaccommodationneedsmaybe identifiedearlier.
For example, if a student requiring additional examination
time shares that the requested accommodation is related to
impaired visual acuity, stakeholders in communication
with the student will realize that courses beyond the tradi-
tional didactic setting will be impacted. This additional
informationmay also alert stakeholders to other accommo-
dations that will be needed for activities and assessments
commonlyusedwithin theskills laboratoryandexperiential
education learning environments, such as reading a sphyg-
momanometer or navigating an electronic health record
(EHR).The same typeof accommodationsneeded for read-
ing a sphygmomanometer or navigating an EHR would
extend fromtheskills laboratory to theexperiential learning
environment. As such, conversations with experiential
directors should be initiated simultaneously and in concor-
dance with the skills laboratory coordinators. To achieve
this, faculty from these two environments should be
proactive in reaching out to each other and school- and
university-level leadership to offer guidance on reasonable
accommodations throughout the process. This allows coor-
dinators ample time to ensure that skills laboratory accom-
modations are reflective of practice. Additionally,
directorswillhavetimetoidentify thosesitesandpreceptors
best able to make reasonable accommodations for the stu-
dent. Finally, advanced planning allows for purchasing
anyspecialequipmentthatmaybeneeded,whichcouldlater
be shared across learning environments as the student pro-
gresses through the PharmD program.

Challenge 3. Aligning Learning Outcomes and
Performance Expectations Across Learning Environments

Accommodations should be reflective of actual prac-
tice in order to facilitate students’ transitions between set-
tings. Establishing realistic expectations provides
transparency as to how accommodations transcend the
skills laboratory and experiential learning environments.
Table 1 illustrates a few examples of howaccommodations
canbridgeacross learningenvironments. If anaccommoda-
tion is identified only in the didactic curriculum, a
student should be empowered to start discussions
about potential accommodation needs in future learning
environments.

Theprocess shouldcreateaculturewithanopen lineof
communication among students, preceptors, coordinators,
directors, and representatives from disabilities resources.
Reasonable assurance should be made to confirm that cur-
ricular goals and objectives are met and not altered. Skills
laboratory coordinators and experiential directors should
be proactive in sharing de-identified methods of providing
reasonable accommodations in their respective learning

environments. Allowing others to learn from these experi-
ences and incorporate relevant noteworthy practices into
their plans supports student success and enhances
collaboration among stakeholders. Prioritizing accommo-
dation planningwithinmulti-institutional practice commu-
nities facilitates these efforts.

Protectionof studentprivacy throughout all communi-
cations is critical to maintain confidentiality and adhere to
theFamilyEducationalRightsandPrivacyAct.Information
related to accommodations should only be shared by the
student or with their permission, and only with individuals
directly involved with developing and making arrange-
ments for student accommodations.

Limited resources and inadequate facilities or space
may impede effective accommodation plan development
within higher education. Restrictive budgets and insuffi-
cient support place further strain on adequately addressing
students’ accommodation needs. Performing individual-
ized and programmatic needs assessments throughout the
accommodation development and implementation process
can help identify and address potential issues before they
significantly impact a student’s learning experience. Con-
sidering our example of a student requiring visual acuity
accommodations, if specialized equipment is used within
the classroom, the same or similar equipment should be
available in the experiential setting. This requires advanced
planning, identification of essential skills, and potentially,
financial considerations. Notably, accommodations must
be reasonable. Purchasing expensive equipment to com-
plete a skill that can be successfully achieved through a
vocalized description may not be considered reasonable.

Challenge 4. Monitoring and Adapting Individual
Accommodation Plans

Developing and implementing well thought out
accommodation plans for students is just the first step in
an iterative process. Accommodation plans bridging the
skills laboratory and experiential environments are longitu-
dinal and should include mechanisms for monitoring the
plan’s feasibility, effectiveness, andcontinued appropriate-
ness,whilemaking adjustments as needed.A student, coor-
dinator, director, or preceptor should have the ability to
request modifications if a plan is not working. All relevant
parties shouldbeengaged indeveloping theplan’snext iter-
ation. This is particularly important when individuals
involved in initial plan development are not familiar with
skills laboratory or experiential learning environments and
associated needs outside of the didactic realm.

Inconsistencies and unclear guidance in developing
individualized education programs reflective of intended
educational outcomes may also cause problems,
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necessitating continued monitoring. Attention should be
placed on the students’ needs rather than disabilities.12 If
faculty and students are not fully engaged in the accommo-
dationdevelopmentprocess, all participants’needsmaynot
bemet.Once in place, the plan should include amechanism
for monitoring continued appropriateness and offer guid-
ance on the frequency of such monitoring. Modifying an
institution’s accommodation planning process to include
longitudinal check-in points, provide transparent paths for
requestingaccommodationadjustments,andsupportshared
decision making in plan adaptation can optimize the learn-
ing experience and ultimate practice readiness of those
requiring disability-related accommodations.

Challenge 5. Ensuring the Bridge Between Learning
Environments Remains Functional and Intact

Monitoring the functionality, integrity, and effective-
ness of theplanning process, relative to the skills laboratory
and experiential learning environments, is integral tomain-
taining the bridge.An institution’s process should allow for
reflectiononthebridgeovertime.Inotherwords,areallnec-
essary stakeholders present at the appropriate time points?
Shouldadditionalperspectivesbe included?Areaccommo-
dations within each environment connected, transparent,
and effective? Institutions should maintain open lines of
communication across the bridge and routinely revisit these
questions to facilitate bridgemaintenance. Scheduling reg-
ular check-inswith stakeholders to reflect, gather feedback,
and identify opportunities for improvement can enhance all
stakeholders’ experiences.

The overall process involves time and effort. Recog-
nizing that accommodation planning, implementation, and
monitoring are the responsibilities of stakeholders in both
the skills laboratory and experiential environments can
help establish expectations. This may involve orienting
new coordinators, directors, and preceptors to their roles
during theaccommodationplanningprocess, andproviding
themwithprotectedtimeand/orestablishingmechanismsto
track and recognize invested time and effort.

CONCLUSION
Institutions typically have processes in place for

accommodation planning for pharmacy students with

disabilities. However, those processesmay not align across
all curricular learningenvironments.Creatingaccommoda-
tionplansinsilosforrelatedbutseparateenvironments,such
as a skills laboratory and experiential setting, can result in
duplicative efforts, inconsistent expectations, and frustra-
tion for learners and instructors. Instead, institutions should
ensure accommodationplanningbuilds andmaintains brid-
ges across the curriculum, especially between skills labora-
tory and experiential learning environments.
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