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Students with disabilities are increasing in prevalence on law school campuses. As students with disabilities transition from law school to employment settings, reasonable accommodations may need to be made by employers. It is important to be aware that not all students with disabilities require accommodations. Students graduate from law school with a variety of disabilities. In practice, I have worked with very successful students who have mobility impairments, students who are blind, and students who are deaf or hard of hearing. In additional to physical disabilities, many students have invisible disabilities that my not be apparent in an interview setting such as anxiety, depression, learning disabilities, and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. Below are some concrete suggestions for practice for employers recruiting, hiring, and employing people with disabilities. An introduction to the conversation concerning accommodations, a discussion of reasonable accommodations, and considerations when hiring individuals with disabilities are presented. Best practices are highlighted to provide specific recommendations. 
The Conversation Concerning Accommodations


Employers should not address disability with recruits or employees until the individual begins a conversation concerning accommodations. The applicant or employee with a disability has the responsibility of disclosing to the employer and of suggesting reasonable accommodations. In my practice, I have noticed that students are anxious concerning disclosure of disability. They are worried that they might be viewed differently by coworkers or superiors, that they might not be given important or high-profile assignments, or that their disability might be disclosed to others who do not need to be aware of it. It is important the dialogue between employer and employee be as open and ongoing as possible and needed. Due to changes related to disability or job functions an employee’s need for accommodation may alter over time. Employers should be aware that an accommodation request that is granted at the start of employment may need to be modified throughout the course of employment. 


Employers should assist with the facilitation of an open dialogue that will enable employees with disabilities to obtain reasonable accommodations and to perform at high levels. Specifically, organizations should determine the process for handling accommodations. To whom should requests for accommodation be brought? What budget should pay for accommodations? Once a person discloses disability, how can confidentiality best be maintained?

 
Best practices: Organizations should determine who is best equipped to engage in conversations concerning accommodation. Ideally, this person should not have hiring or firing power over the individual. The contact information for this person should be clearly displayed on web sites or documents of the human resources department. This allows an applicant to discuss accommodations that might be needed for an interview without compromising his or her interview experience. In terms of budgeting for accommodations, a central budget for providing accommodations when requested should be created. In doing so, the organization minimizes the consideration of expense of accommodation in the hiring process, allowing those on a hiring committee to truly select the best individual for the position. Disability should only be disclosed to those who need to know and confidentiality should be maintained when at all possible. 
Although the responsibility for requesting accommodations and for beginning a dialogue falls on the employee or potential employee, employers can position themselves as environments open to hiring people with disabilities.

Reasonable Accommodations

Most law students with disabilities leave law school with an understanding of the variety of accommodations available and of their needs. The conversation concerning accommodations should begin with the applicant’s or employee’s experiences with accommodations that have been proven effective in the past. When discussing disability and accommodation, the actual diagnosis need not be the focus of the conversation. Instead, a discussion concerning the impact of the disability on the individual will be far more effective. For example, a conversation addressing accommodations for an employee who is blind should not center around blindness, but rather how documents can be provided in accessible formats. 


Examples of reasonable accommodations include: a private office, purchase of software or equipment, additional administrative support, alternate format documents, flexible scheduling, and materials provided prior to meetings. Generally speaking, providing accommodations is not an expensive undertaking. As a result of advances in technology, individual assistance is largely not necessary. The cost of providing the majority of accommodations is minimal. 


Best practices: When providing a reasonable accommodation entails purchasing equipment or supplies, this conversation should happen as soon as possible. Orders should be expedited so that new employees may begin their positions at maximum efficiency. If a new employee must wait for an accommodation to be put in place, the employer should work with the individual to provide an interim accommodation. Additionally, flexibility in work schedules can greatly aid individuals with several disabilities. An employee may be capable of working a similar number of hours as other employees. However, due to the nature of some disabilities, an individual may request flexibility in scheduling. 


The conversation concerning reasonable accommodations should focus on the functional limitations of the individual, rather than the specific diagnosis. Applicants or employees likely enter the work setting with an understanding of the accommodations that will help them to succeed. 

Considerations when Hiring Individuals with Disabilities

Unfortunately, discrimination in hiring individuals with disabilities persists today. Employers might be concerned about the cost of accommodating or may anxious about working with people with disabilities due to unfamiliarity. This discrimination, which is often not malicious in intent, sacrifices diversity in organizations. 

Applicants with disabilities should be judged on their merit and ability to perform the job functions, not on their disability. In the hiring process, it is best to center conversations on an applicant’s preparation for the position rather than assuming an individual’s inability to perform the functions of the job due to disability. The benefits of employing people with disabilities include an increased level of organizational diversity. Students with disabilities who graduate from law school have often faced obstacles to their education. Despite this, they have succeeded in their educational pursuits. In practice, I have noticed that most law school students with disabilities benefit from their high degree of self-knowledge and the perspective that having a disability can bring to one’s worldview.   
For various reasons, students with some disabilities may have experienced difficulty while in law school. Students might have taken leaves of absence in order to undergo surgery, enter a treatment program, or allow themselves to focus on health without the pressure of school. For many of these students, performance after a leave of absence improves. When assessing transcripts, hiring managers should attempt to understand the whole person and to determine their ability to perform the functions of the position at the time they are applying. 

Best practices: In order to combat this discrimination, hiring managers should aim to consider applicants according to their preparation for the specific position rather than according to disability. Employers who may be interested in increasing their recruitment efforts of lawyers with disabilities are encouraged to participate in the IMPACT Career Fair (http://www.law.arizona.edu/impact/), which is held annually in Washington, DC. 

Discrimination based on disability negatively impacts applicants with disabilities as well as organizations. Employers are urged to consider the entire picture of an applicant in order to determine if the individual is the most qualified for the position. 

As increasing numbers of individuals with disabilities enter and successfully graduate from law schools, the number of applicants to law firms and public sector organizations is increasing. In law school, these students have likely refined their conceptualization of their own disability as well as come to understand the reasonable accommodations that have proven effective. When these individuals arrive in the workplace, they come with an array of experiences and points of view that can enrich the diversity of an organization. 
