
 

Supervisor’s Guide to Evaluating Requests for Workplace Modifications  

During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Philosophy: Northern Arizona University’s goals are: 

• Ensuring that our students are provided with the world-class education which they have 

come to expect—including in-person instruction and provision of support services—and 

whether students are attending classes in person or via NAUFlex;  

• Setting forth NAU’s direction that our employees are expected to return to the workplace, 

unless an employee is approved for a reasonable accommodation or is provided a 

workplace modification, in accordance with this guidance;  

• Implementing best practices to reasonably address employee concerns with compassion, 

while simultaneously ensuring that all job responsibilities are effectively and consistently 

completed; and 

• Providing support and guidance to supervisors as they navigate this situation, to ensure 

that decisions regarding employees’ request for workplace modifications are made in 

alignment with best practices and NAU’s operational needs. 

 

1. What is a workplace modification? 

A workplace “modification” refers to changes made to the manner, timing, or location of work 

during the fall 2020 semester or as necessary due to the COVID-19 pandemic. A workplace 

modification is distinct from workplace changes made due to a University business need, 

University-wide directives, or modifications approved by Disability Resources (DR) as a 

reasonable accommodation under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

If an employee makes a request which appears to be based up on the employee’s own personal 

underlying medical condition, including pregnancy, please refer the employee to Disability 

Resources at DR@nau.edu or 928-523-8773. 

Supervisors should not make a decision to exclude an employee from the workplace if that 

employee has not requested ADA reasonable accommodation. This applies even if the supervisor 

has actual knowledge of or assumptions about the employee’s potential medical or health risk 

factors. 

 

2. What requests might constitute a request for workplace modification? 

NAU recognizes that employees may wish to request flexibility at work to address other 

circumstances not covered by the ADA accommodation process. Requests from employees 
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seeking modifications to their work environment due to their concerns with such other personal 

factors are to be made to the employee’s supervisor.  

As an initial step, supervisors must meet with the employee to review the employee’s request, 

and will review the steps that NAU is taking to mitigate risk and focus on safety in the workplace.  

If the discussion with the employee does not resolve the employee’s concerns, as a second step 

supervisors must share the employee’s concerns and request with the divisional leadership 

(including everyone above the supervisor, up to and including the Executive Team member with 

responsibility for overseeing the employee’s unit). The supervisor will then work with this 

structure to determine whether appropriate modifications exist which both: 1) address the 

employee’s concerns and 2) also ensure that the employee is able to continue to perform all of 

their job duties.  

Modifications can only be approved by members of the University’s Executive Team, who will 
consider things such as the work required to be performed, the availability and appropriateness 
of alternatives, the need to prioritize ADA-related accommodations, and the impact such a 
modification might have on the provision of University services. Modifications will be approved 
on a trial basis and later re-assessed, to ensure effectiveness and ongoing need. 

If an employee is requesting a modification for reasons which do not pertain to the employee’s 

own personal potential health concerns, including concerns about others in the employee’s 

household who might be higher risk to COVID-19, or if the employee’s request for a modification 

due to their own personal potential health concerns is denied, the employee should be referred 

to consult with Human Resources (HR) regarding potential available leave and other options. 

 

3. What factors should be considered in evaluating workplace modification requests?  
 

The employee’s divisional leadership must consider various factors, including, but not limited to: 
 

• What feasible options exist which reasonably address the employee’s concerns, 

including options to mitigate risk which are within the employee’s control (and taking 

into consideration that the requested adjustment may not be the only available 

option to address the employee’s concerns); 

• Any potential negative impact to the provision of University services (e.g., changing 

course modality, student learning outcomes, accreditation); 

• Any potential positive impact to the provision of University services (e.g., employee 

and student density/distancing); 

• The nature of the work to be performed; 

• Number/impact of required ADA accommodations affecting the unit overall, and the 

need to prioritize such accommodations; and 

• Number/impact of other workplace modification requests that have or may have 

been made, including the need to determine how many employees in a particular unit 



 

might be approved for modifications, while still ensuring that the unit consistently 

serves the University’s mission. 
 

 

4. What factors are not appropriate to consider in making workplace adjustments? 

 

• Considerations related to gender or other protected categories; 

• The divisional leadership may not require an employee to request or accept 

accommodation absent the employee’s request; and 

• Personal relationships or other non-job-related factors. 

 

5. What are some potential modifications?  
 
These might include, but are not limited to:  

• Provision of additional Personal Protective Equipment; 

• Additional sanitation/cleaning; 

• Adjusted or flexible work schedules, including staggered or rotating work schedules, 
and/or reducing density in offices and work spaces; 

• Changes in work location or workstation alteration of equipment (e.g., barrier shield; 
change in entry/exit paths; office relocation); and 

• Remote work arrangements for all or part of the job performance (office hours, staff 

meetings, etc.). 
 

Employees and Supervisors are encouraged to review the Return to Work Guidelines for various 
options that may address employee concerns in alignment with the University’s needs and 
mission. 

   
6. What are the guidelines for managing employees whose requests for workplace 

modifications are granted? 

Supervisors must ensure that all work assigned to the employee is consistently and completely  

performed. It is therefore required that supervisors, at a minimum, ensure employee 

accountability by: 

• Setting clear, written, expectations for employees’ job performance;  

• Ensuring that employees (even those who are granted a modification to work remotely in 

whole or in part) remain available to return to campus for meetings, etc. at any time upon 

the request of the divisional leadership; 

• Ensuring that employees check in with the supervisor daily; 

• Ensuring that employees are consistently available during all working hours, unless taking 

approved vacation or sick leave; 
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• Holding regular meeting with the employee to review and oversee their work; and 

• Discussing Zoom and other remote work platforms etiquette (e.g., appropriate 

backgrounds, professional dress). 

 

7. Once a workplace modification is granted, is it final? 

Any approved workplace modifications do not become a part of an employee’s contract. Even 

once a workplace modification is approved, the divisional leadership will regularly review and 

revisit it, and any workplace modification may be changed as unit needs and the COVID-19 

situation evolve. And, while the divisional leadership may need to respond to changing 

conditions, they must always balance that with ensuring that all job requirements are 

consistently performed. 

 

8. What if an employee is unhappy with my decision? 

There is some degree of risk to all individuals and all professions during this pandemic, and some 

employees may be displeased with the outcome of their workplace modification request. NAU is 

addressing COVID-19 related risks through a variety of strategies, including requirements that 

NAU community members follow university protocols related to COVID-19 and consideration of 

a range of options to address concerns while meeting the needs and providing for the well-being 

of our community and the performance of our educational mission. 

If an employee suggests that a decision is discriminatory under the Safe Working and Learning 

Environment Policy, they should promptly be referred to the Equity and Access Office. The 

employee may also be referred to Human Resources to discuss any available leave options and 

to Employee Assistance and Wellness for support. 


