
Policy Summary 

This George Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences (“GW SMHS” 
or the “University”) policy outlines the process for ensuring a medical student’s fitness for 
duty meets the standards of practice as outlined by GW SMHS’s Technical Standards. The 
goal of this policy is to outline the process to assess a student’s mental/physical readiness 
to continue curricular activities. This policy does not supersede or replace federal and 
state laws and regulations. 

Policy 

The University is committed to the promotion of a safe and healthy environment for our 
students, patients and staff. In order for appropriate learning and care of patients to occur, 
each student must be able to perform one’s responsibilities in a safe and effective manner. 
Those students who are not fit for duty may present a safety risk to themselves, patients or 
others and may adversely affect learning in the classroom and/or clinical setting, as well as 
patient care. Students must meet minimal technical standards, with or without reasonable 
accommodations, for GW SMHS admission, progress during the period of studies, and for 
graduation. 

Definitions: 

Fit for Duty: Physically and mentally capable of safely and competently participating in 
academic and non-academic university-related activities with or without reasonable 
accommodation. 

 Process and Procedures: 

Students, faculty, or others whose observations and/or knowledge lead them to question a 
student’s fitness for duty in university activities must report their observations to the 
Associate Dean for Student Affairs. Subsequent steps will follow in accordance with the 
Regulations for MD Candidates. Examples of observable behaviors that could lead to a 
reasonable assumption that a student is unfit for participation include, but are not limited 
to, behavior that:  

• raises concern about impairment or an inability to function in educational, clinical, 
or practicum settings; 

• poses a danger to their self or others (students, patients, faculty, staff, or members 
of the community);  

• poses an ongoing threat of or actual disruption to the academic process or 
environment;  

• demonstrates unacceptable patient/client management and/or patient/client safety 

https://smhs.gwu.edu/academics/md-program/admissions/application-process/technical-standards#:~:text=These%20include%20aptitude%20for%20rapid,formulate%20diagnostic%20and%20treatment%20plans.


• demonstrates declining work performance as manifested by unavailability, constant 
tardiness, lapses in judgment, emotional lability, unexplained absences, 
embarrassing behavior, signs of intoxication or self-medication, and/or withdrawal 
from academic, clinical or other professional activities. 

• demonstrates difficulties with manual dexterity, memory, coordination, alertness, 
speech, vision acuity, concentration, interactions with colleagues and supervisors, 
outbursts, hostility, and/or significant change in personal hygiene; or 

• otherwise demonstrates substantial difficulty in meeting the degree’s technical 
standards.  

Law enforcement should be contacted immediately if: (1) there is evidence a crime may 
have been committed; (2) the student makes threats to harm themselves or others; or (3) 
the student is behaving in a way that poses an imminent threat to themselves or to those 
around the student.  

• If crime, threat or behavior is occurring or imminent on GW’s Foggy Bottom or Mount 
Vernon campuses, in leased academic centers, or on any GW-controlled property in 
the District of Columbia, call GWPD at 202-994-6111 or call the Metropolitan Police 
Department at 911.  

• If crime, threat or behavior is occurring or imminent on any GW campus or property 
in Virginia or Maryland or any assigned clinic, private office, or the like, call 911 to 
reach the local law enforcement agency where the campus or property is located.  

In appropriate circumstances, a student may be required to be examined by a designated 
healthcare provider to determine the student’s fitness to participate in and perform 
academic and clinical activities. The University reserves the right to require students to 
undergo psychological/psychiatric evaluation, as well as tests for illegal drugs, controlled 
substances, and/or alcohol if recommended by the School of Medicine and Health 
Sciences Subcommittee on Honor and Professionalism (the “Subcommittee”). The 
Subcommittee will notify the student of the need for an assessment to determine fitness as 
set forth above and provide the student with three options for qualified healthcare 
providers to determine the student’s fitness for participation. The student shall have the 
right to select the qualified healthcare provider from the list of three provided by the 
Subcommittee unless the reason for the concern is impairment. In cases of suspected 
impairment, the student’s fitness for participation will be evaluated by the Medical Society 
for the District of Columbia.  The University shall pay the costs associated with the fitness 
assessment.  

In the interim, the student will be restricted from participating in relevant activities as 
determined by the Subcommittee on Honor and Professionalism. After the student 



participates in the fitness assessment, the selected healthcare provider will assess the 
student’s suitability to return to the GW SMHS program based on the specific reason the 
student is deemed unfit to participate. The healthcare provider will communicate to the 
student and to the dean the results of the assessment.  The dean will then share the results 
with the Subcommittee for their determination of next steps. Such steps could include 
suspension, or dismissal from the GW SMHS program.  

The opinion of the qualified healthcare provider who performs the independent 
assessment of whether the student is fit for duty based on the rationale that gave rise to the 
assessment and any additional information requested and/or provided shall be final. 

Students who are deemed unfit to return to the program for an extended period of time may 
be required to repeat some or all of the academic/clinical requirements necessary for 
graduation, at student’s expense and possibly with a delayed graduation as determined by 
the Subcommittee.1  If the assessment performed by healthcare provider reveals a 
disability for which the student requests accommodation, the student will be referred to 
the University’s Disability Support Services. 

Students who refuse to comply with recommended evaluations may be subject to 
disciplinary or administrative action, up to and including dismissal. 

Confidentiality/Privacy of Fitness for Duty Evaluations: 

Under the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), documents 
containing medical information about a student may be considered a medical record and 
may be regarded as confidential. This information may be shared only as permitted by law.  

The University ensures the confidentiality of education and treatment records in 
accordance with the provisions of various federal, state, and university regulations, 
including the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA), as amended. 
Fitness for duty evaluations shall be treated as confidential education and treatment 
records protected by FERPA and shall be maintained by the Associate Dean for Student 
Affairs. These records may be shared only as permitted by law. 

 

 
1 The Subcommittee shall be formed pursuant to the procedures in the SMHS Regulations. If someone on the 
Subcommittee is not longer affiliated with GW SMHS, they will be replaced by another suitable representative 
to the Subcommittee.  


