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To promote the availability of accessible transportation options that serve the 
needs of Older Adults, People with Disabilities, Caregivers and Communities.

Major Objectives: 
• Person-centered technical 

assistance and information
• Education and Training
• Partnership Coordination
• Community Grants & Coalitions

Join our Mailing List! 
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Important Disclaimer

NADTC strives to provide accurate information on the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA).

What we provide is technical assistance and not legal advice.

The information presented is neither a determination of legal rights 
nor responsibilities under the ADA or any other law. The information 
presented is to be used as informal guidance and views expressed are 
the opinions of the speakers.
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The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is:

a. A set of recommendations for accessibility

b. A civil rights law

c. Federal requirements for transportation access

d. Special services for people who qualify
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The ADA is:

Answer:  B, a Civil Rights Law

• Is Civil Rights legislation
• Based on the Civil Rights Act of 1964
• Builds upon and extends requirements under Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973
• Protects the rights of people with disabilities
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…before the ADA

People with disabilities could not 
easily access the services needed, 
especially transportation.

The passage of the ADA has had a 
fundamental impact on the lives of 
people with disabilities. 



The ADA
• The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) applies to 

both public and private ground transportation providers. 

• The ADA rules that apply to public transportation are 
regulated by the U.S. Department of Transportation.

• There are specific requirements for 
private providers like airport shuttles, 
private buses, and taxis.
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The ADA in Transportation

• Accessible equipment and features on vehicles

• Adequate boarding time for riders

• Drivers trained to proficiency

• ADA Complementary Paratransit in fixed route service areas

• Accessible facilities, such as stops and stations

• Signage and communication devices
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Reasonable Modification

[unless]
• It would fundamentally alter the nature of the program, service, 

or activity
• It would result in a direct threat to the health or safety of others
• Presents an undue financial or administrative burden
[or]
• It is not needed
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Local Process Requirements

 Information about the reasonable modification process and how to use it 
must be available to the public, and accessible to all users.

 A full policy is highly recommended for general guidance
 The process must provide for situations in which making an advanced 

request is not feasible
• Allowing bus drivers to make determination
• Being able to contact supervisors for assistance and an on-the-spot decision

 Customers do not have to use the words “reasonable modification” 
when making their request.
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Example Language

A general statement representing your position on providing 
reasonable modification must be displayed on all public facing 
documentation, also directing customers to a full policy.

“We provide reasonable modification of policy and practice upon 
request to ensure that our transportation services are accessible to 
all riders, including people with disabilities.”
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Case-by-Case Basis

• Reasonable modifications are made on a case-by-case basis 
through an interactive process

• Communication is key

• Be flexible

• It’s about filling in the gaps of accessibility with good customer 
service
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Reasonable Modification: Examples



Question – Asking about Disability

If a person is requesting a 
reasonable modification to 
our policy, are you allowed 
to ask if that person has a 
disability?
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Answer – Asking about Disability

No, avoid directly asking about a person’s disability. 

Ask about their functional ability to take the trip without modification 
(i.e., “What prevents you from being able to take the trip under the 
current circumstances?”)

Determine if the modification is reasonable and does not 
fundamentally alter your services.
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Which is considered a hidden disability?

a. People with hearing disorders
b. People with speech impediments
c. People that are visually impaired
d. People with learning disabilities
e. All of these could be considered hidden disabilities
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Question – Door to Door

If your transit system provides 
curb-to-curb service, do you have 
to provide assistance to and from 
the door for a person with 
disabilities, if needed/requested?
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Answer – Door to Door

Yes.  This could be considered a reasonable modification to the agency 
policy (unless doing so is a risk to safety of equipment and passengers).

The driver is never responsible for door-through-door service, unless 
this is a specific service offered/approved by the agency.
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Question – Drop Off Location

The transit agency’s policy is that all 
passengers visiting the mall must be picked 
up and dropped off at the mall’s main 
entrance.  
Should the agency consider a modification 
to this policy for a passenger with a 
disability if the person needs the 
modification in order to take the service?
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Answer – Drop Off Location

Yes.  This could be considered a reasonable modification to the policy.  

NOTE:  Agencies can enforce safety considerations when making 
modification decisions (i.e., the drop off location is accessible for the 
vehicle and the passenger can safely alight).  
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Question – Vehicle/Seat Request

The transit agency’s policy states that passengers 
cannot request special vehicles or a particular 
seats on vehicles.  

Should the agency consider a modification to 
this policy if a person with a disability needs the 
modification to take the service?
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Answer – Vehicle/Seat Request

It depends.  If the person is in an oversized wheelchair that only fits on 
certain agency vehicles, the answer would be yes.  If it is strictly for 
personal preference or because they like a particular driver better, the 
answer is no.

A passenger’s request for a certain seat in a vehicle does not have to be 
granted.  
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Question – Food and Drink

Are customers with diabetes or other 
medical conditions allowed to eat or 
drink on vehicles if necessary, even 
when there is a strict no drinking or 
eating policy for all passengers?
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Answer – Food and Drink

Yes.  While a transit agency may establish a no eating or drinking policy 
for their vehicles, allowing a person who needs to eat or drink for 
medical reasons while traveling would not rise to the level of a 
fundamental alteration.

26

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This would be considered a reasonable modification that is necessary in order for the passenger to be able to take the trip. 



Question - Medications

Should a transit system allow a passenger to 
take medication, administer insulin injections, 
and/or conduct finger stick blood glucose 
testing while onboard their transit vehicles as 
a reasonable modification if requested?
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Answer - Medications
Yes. A passenger’s request to take medication while aboard a transit 
vehicle or in a transit facility should be granted.

For example, transit agencies should modify policies to allow individuals 
to administer insulin injections and conduct finger stick blood glucose 
testing.

IMPORTANT: Transit staff do not need to provide medical assistance, 
however, as this would be a fundamental alteration of their job 
function.
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Question - Personal Care Attendant

Can a transit provider require a 
passenger to travel with a 
Personal Care Attendant (PCA)?
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Answer – Personal Care Attendant

No.  Under U.S. DOT ADA Regulations 49 CFR 37.5 (e), a transit 
entity is prohibited from requiring that an individual with a 
disability be accompanied by a Personal Care Attendant (PCA).

Transit agencies are not required to provide PCA services, 
however, can encourage the user to have a PCA. 

Requiring a driver to wait with the passenger, due to safety 
concerns, would be considered a fundamental alteration. 
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Question – Seat Belts

Can you have a policy to 
require passengers with 
disabilities to use seat belts?
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Answer – Seat Belts

It Depends. If everyone on the vehicle is required to wear a seatbelt, 
then yes. The ADA ensures people with disabilities have equal access 
to public transportation services. 

If there’s a policy that wearing a seatbelt is optional, but singling out 
passengers with disabilities as the only riders to wear a seatbelt 
would be discriminatory.
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Question – Lift Capacity

Some wheelchairs weigh more 
when occupied, and often 
overload the vehicle’s lift capacity.  
Are you required to carry these 
overweight wheelchairs and their 
occupants?
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Answer – Lift Capacity

Yes, if the lift and vehicle can physically accommodate them.  

If the lift has a design load of X-lbs., there is no requirement for the 
agency to transport a heavier occupied device. The transit agency 
must make every attempt to accommodate a person and their 
wheelchair (lift or ramp). 

You may accommodate a request for the rider to use the lift out of 
their chair, if they are able to safely stand/transition on their own.
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Safety Note

An operator may deny transportation if carrying the 
wheelchair and its occupant would be inconsistent with 
legitimate safety requirements, such as the wheelchair 
being so large that it blocks an aisle or would interfere with 
the safe evacuation of passengers in an emergency.

A Reasonable Modification Policy should be used as a 
foundation for decisions and determinations. 
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Question - Lifting Passengers

If a passenger requests that a 
driver lift them out of their 
mobility device to transfer to a 
seat or for any other reason, is 
this considered a reasonable 
modification?
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Answer – Lifting Passengers

No. Except in an emergency situation, a passenger’s request for a driver 
to lift them out of their mobility device should be denied because of the 
safety, dignity, and privacy issues implicated by this action.

Lifting or carrying a passenger is a PCA-related service and outside the 
scope of driver duties, except in cases of emergency evacuation, and 
hence a fundamental alteration of service.
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Question – Service Area/Hours

Would it be considered a reasonable 
modification if a person with a disability 
requested service outside of the transit 
system’s service area and/or existing hours 
of operation?
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Answer – Service Area/Hours

No.  A person’s request for service outside of the transit agency’s 
service area or existing hours of operation would not be considered a 
reasonable modification.  It would be a fundamental alteration of the 
entity’s service.
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Question – Intermediate Stops

If a passenger with a disability 
arranges to be picked up at a 
medical facility and dropped off at 
home, but on the return ride home 
they request that the driver stop at 
the pharmacy before going home. 
Would this be considered a 
reasonable modification?
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Answer – Intermediate Stops
Maybe. The FTA views granting a request for an intermediate stop, where 
the driver would be required to wait, as optional.  

While this is very useful to the passenger, such a stop in the context of 
public transit (which is a shared ride system) is not required.  Requests 
that could disrupt schedules and inconvenience other passengers could 
rise to the level of a fundamental alteration of service.

However, if at the time of the request, it is feasible to do so, it would be 
fine to accommodate the request.
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Question - Payment for Rides

If a person with a disability 
cannot pay or refuses to pay for 
a ride, can the ride be denied?
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Answer – Payment for Rides

Yes.  Providing a free service to a person with a disability when you 
would not provide the same service to a person without a disability 
would be considered unequal treatment and would be a fundamental 
alteration of the transit system’s service.

Transit systems are encouraged, however, to find ways to assist 
passengers who are unable to afford to pay for rides to obtain assistance 
in paying for their transportation service.

43

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




44

The agency has a policy that passengers can only 
have the number of packages that they can carry 
by themselves.

Does the transit agency need to honor a request 
for the bus driver to assist a person with a 
disability with their packages if the weight and/or 
the number of packages is considered reasonable?

Question – Packages
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Answer - Packages

No.  A request for operators to assist with packages may be denied if a 
policy exists that states drivers will not assist, it is considered a 
fundamental alteration of service, or should be done by a PCA.

However, if the request is made in advance, and the driver is able to 
assist, it may be a service you are reasonably willing to provide for a 
person with a disability who does not have a PCA to assist them.  

You never take the packages across a threshold into an apartment or 
house, unless this is a specific service offered by your agency.  
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Question: Face Masks

Could a request not to wear a face 
mask be considered a reasonable 
modification even if face masks are 
being required by Federal law?
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Answer – Face Masks

Yes. Interactive communication with the rider and their guardian is 
important. 

Your response must be the same for any passenger who has a disability 
who asks for an exemption from wearing a mask. 

If you ask for a doctor’s note in this case, you need to have this as a 
policy for anyone asking for an exemption to policy. 
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Question: Service Animals

Can a service animal be anything 
other than a dog or miniature horse?
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Answer – Type of Service Animal

Yes. U.S. DOT defines service animals under FTA 49 CFR 37.3:
“any guide dog, signal dog or other animal individually trained to work 
or perform tasks for an individual with a disability.”

This law applies to both public and private transportation.
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Question – Number of Service Animals

Can a person with a disability 
have more than one service 
animal on a transit vehicle?

50



Answer – Number of Animals

Yes. A person with a disability may have more than one service animal. 
Service animals may be trained to do different and discreet functions. 

They should notify dispatch at the time of their reservation if they will 
be bringing more than one service animal onto the vehicle.
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Question - Comfort Animal

Are transit providers required to 
allow a passenger to travel with a 
comfort animal?
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No. Under U.S. DOT Regulation, 49 C.F.R. Section 37.167(d), transit 
entities are only required to allow service animals to accompany 
individuals with disabilities in vehicles and facilities.

If an animal’s only function is to provide emotional support or 
comfort for the rider, that animal would not fall under the regulatory 
training-based definition of a service animal.

Answer – Comfort Animals



Clarifying Common Misconceptions

• Emotional support animals are not service animals.
• Service animals are not required to wear vests or have ID tags.
• Service animals can be trained by their owners.
• Service animals need to be under the control of their owners but 

do not have to be on a leash.
• Service animals cannot block aisles or exits.
• A city ban on specific breeds does not apply to service animals.
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• Service animals are specially trained to perform a specific 
task(s) to assist a person with a disability.

• Comfort or emotional support animals provide 
companionship, relieve loneliness, and assist with 
depression, anxiety and phobias.

• The ADA does not disqualify service to both types of 
animals. This would be a local transit agency decision.

Service vs Support



Which of the following statements is true regarding 
the use of service animals?

a. Only passengers that are blind can bring service animals on the 
bus because other service animals are only used for comfort and 
not to provide assistance with transportation.

b. Service animals have been trained to perform a task for a person 
with a disability.

c. If another passenger or the bus driver are allergic to animals, our 
agency can require the customer with the service animal to sit in 
the back of the bus away from the driver or other passenger.

d. Both b and c
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Which of the following statements is true about 
emotional support animals?

a. Emotional support animals are really pets and are not allowed on 
transit vehicles under the ADA.

b. Under certain circumstances, emotional support animals are 
required to be allowed to travel with passengers under the ADA.

c. Emotional support animals do not fall under U.S. DOT’s   
regulatory training-based definition of a service animal.  

d. All of the above statements are true.
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Group Exercise



Group Exercise

• Break into groups to discuss the scenarios, and as a group, determine 
a potential solution to the situation. 

• When we reconvene, each group will summarize their scenario and 
some of their considerations for a solution.
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Summary

• Avoid asking directly about a person’s disability
• Ask about functional ability to take the trip without 

modification
• Determine if the modification is reasonable
• Does it fundamentally alter your service?
• Is it a direct threat to the health or safety of others?
• Is it needed for the person to take the trip?
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ADA and Beyond
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Thank you! 

Questions?



Resources – FTA Reasonable Modifications

49 CFR Appendix E to Part 37 – Reasonable Modification Requests
Requirements and best practices for:

• vehicle maintenance, 
• stop announcements, 
• eligibility requirements, 
• telephone “hold time” issues, 
• origin to destination policies, 
• on-time performance, and 
• dealing with no-shows. 

http://www.fta.dot.gov/civilrights/12325.html
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Resources - DREDF

Disability Rights Education & Defense Fund (DREDF) funded by FTA and 
the U.S.DOT.
“Topic Guides on ADA Transportation.”

• ADA regulations, 
• FTA determinations, and 
• operational practices that comply with the ADA. 

http://dredf.org/transportation
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Call toll-free: 866.983.3222
Email: contact@nadtc.org
Web: http://www.nadtc.org
cdiamond@easterseals.com
312-405-2248

Find us on Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube & 
LinkedIn
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