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Please stand by for realtime captions.  

 
Thank you for holding your conference call will begin momentarily. Once again thank you for 

holding.  

 
Thank you for holding. If you are a speaker on today's call please press star one. Once again 

thank you for holding.  

 
Thank you for holding your conference call will begin shortly. Thank you for your patience.  

 
Welcome to the self-efficacy thinking beyond sheltered work conference go. My name is 

Christine and I will be the operator for today's call. At this time all participants are in a listen 

only mode. Later we will conduct a question and answer session. I will now turn the call over to 

Ian Watington, you may begin.  

 
Hi will look thank you very much good afternoon may be morning in some places. But, good 

afternoon. Good morning, to some folks my name is Ian Watington, I am a disability advocacy 

specialist here at the National Disability Rights Network. I am pleased to bring you, along with 

my colleague, Cheryl Bates-Harris, this workshop on mainly geared for folks with -- who have 

disabilities and those who are curious about where we are in the state of sheltered workshop etc.. 

The best way to advocate and quite frankly we are lucky enough to have a group on our staff at 

the National Disability Rights Network. So, I just want to add that this is being recorded and will 

be available on our website and archived. This workshop was in very high demand and you may 

not be able to handle all the registrants, but it looks like we are within our capacity so far. If you 

have friends, colleagues, neighbors, not able to get on for whatever reason, please let them know 

it will be archived. With that logistics message, I will probably hand over the presentation to my 

friend and colleague, Cheryl Bates-Harris. Cheryl, take it away.  

 
Okay, thank you, Ian, welcomewelcome, thank you everyone for joining us this afternoon. Ian 

and I are in different locations today so Ian there is a note in the chat box they are having a hard 

time hearing you. So, when you speak again, you might want to either try to speak up or use the 

phone or something.  

 
The phone has been moved. I hope it is better now.  

 
Okay. I was asked to do this webinar to talk about sheltered workshop kind of the good, the bad 

and the ugly. After many years doing employment work, sheltered workshop are not something 

near and dear to me in terms of the fact that quite frankly I think they have out used their 

usefulness. But let's start at the beginning and we will kind of go through where we are at, what 

are the sentiments about sheltered workshop and what are the alternatives. I think for this 

particular targeted audience, what we really want people to understand is that there is life outside 

of the worker -- sheltered workshop, options for services, options for employment and that is 



kind of where we are going to take you. I will start with defining a sheltered workshop. What is a 

sheltered workshop? It has different meanings to different people and different connotations. If 

you were to look up sheltered workshop in the dictionary or Wikipedia as I did, it will tell you 

that a sheltered workshop is a noun and it is a workplace that provides a supportive environment 

where physically or mentally challenged individuals can learn job skills and gain vocational 

experience without having to work in the open labor market.  

 
By definition, it is a facility where individuals can work at their own level without feeling the 

pressure of all my God I am going to be fired because I can keep up with people working next to 

me. Sheltered workshop go by a variety of different names but the connotation is the same. They 

are sometimes called work centers, sometimes called industrial workshops or affirmative 

industries it a -- maybe known as the local training center, vocational workshop, business 

services or could be called the rehabilitation center. Again not everything is done is strictly work. 

It -- a sheltered workshop can provide a variety of sources from occupational therapy, vocational 

rehabilitation to actual paid employment where an individual can gain access. Moving onto the 

next slide, sheltered workshop's our publicly funded which means they use state, federal and 

local dollars. They congregate, it is a congregant day program where people with disabilities go 

primarily because of outdated beliefs about people with disabilities and their ability to be 

productive in the same manner as their peers. The reason I say outdated is because when shirt -- 

sheltered workshop began, they certainly began for the right reason and the right reason was 

parents who had children with significant disabilities were no longer putting their children in 

large institutions. They were keeping them at home. Because they were keeping them at home, 

mom and dad still had to go to work, mom instilled -- mom and dad still had jobs to keep based 

needed a place for their sons and daughters to go to spend the day just as they would if they were 

in school. Remember sheltered workshop predated public education for people with disabilities. I 

will talk a little bit more about that in a minute. The concept was we will get like individuals or 

other individuals with disabilities together and give them activities to do, but they are protected 

from the usual expectations of finding the job, pain your own way and leaving him because they 

have the misfortune of having been labeled with a disability.  

 
Again, it goes back to some old thinking. We will keep our kids out of institutions but not expect 

them to grow up and leave the nest the same way we would expect nondisabled siblings to do. 

Work options, once these groups began to flourish, they often started in church basements or 

somebody's garage, doing just activities to occupy the day parent started to think about let's think 

about work options and what we can do or give these individuals to do perhaps we can teach 

them job skills but the types of works and options available for limited but participation is 

mandatory. So they have to go to the workshops and do things regardless of whether or not the 

work done there match their interests, skills or ability. For the most part, the work available in 

sheltered workshops was simple activities such as assembly or packaging. So moving on to the 

next slide, a little history, sheltered workshop also known as the work center and work center is 

actually the phrase that is used by the wage and hour division of the US Department of Labor. 

They use it to refer to entities that are authorized, under law, to employ individuals with 

disabilities at a special, sub minimum wage.  

 
Again, the term generally has been used exclusively to describe facilities that employ only 

people with disabilities. And in recent years, particularly in the last five years, sheltered 



workshop have been the subject of much criticism of good intentions gone bad. When parents 

again kept their children out of institutions, we needed a place for them to go, it was good. Since 

then, we have a lot of changes in public policy and public laws that make -- and that no longer 

are consistent with the thinking about protected environment. So what are the criticism of today's 

sheltered workshop? The biggest issue is you can go to a sheltered workshop and work all week 

long and earn very little money. In fact the money can be so little, it can be pennies an hour or 

less than 1 dollar a week. Add to that the fact that there has been very little monitoring or 

oversight by the Department of Labor around these facilities.When you go to a sheltered 

workshop, you're basically going to remain poor. If they give you a little spending money but 

you are certainly never going to be able to be self-sufficient. The next most common criticism 

with sheltered workshop is the fact that they are dead-end jobs. People go to a workshop and 

training for 10, 15, 17, 20 years in order to demonstrate and prove that they are job ready rather 

than the fact that you go to a sheltered workshop as a transitional step towards competitive 

employment. Most people in sheltered workshops will either die or retire from sheltered 

workshops.The number of individuals who lead sheltered workshop for competitive employment 

is extremely low. Facilities, having interest and incentive to keep the most productive clients 

there. Because they are in essence contracting with businesses or other employers to produce a 

product or good or to provide a service and they are pain the sheltered workshop to have this 

work done. If individuals who are productive can help get the work done, move out into the 

community and get their own jobs, the facility is left with how are we going to meet our contract 

deliverable. Again it is counterintuitive to bring work into the facility and suggest we are going 

to use it to train people because the people we train do the job and do it well they can go out and 

get a real job.  

 
The major criticism of today or another major criticism of today is the bulk of corporate funds 

specifically Medicaid being the largest contributor continue to channel money into sheltered 

workshops and other segregated facilities. In an era where we have public laws that say 

community integration is the name of the game, we don't want to discriminate against people 

with disabilities yet we continue to use these federal dollars for segregated services and 

segregated is never equal. Next slide we will talk a little bit about the laws and attitudes that 

currently supports integration and gainful employment of people with disabilities. Having started 

in the protection and advocacy network as the client assistance program, we have of course the 

rehabilitation act of 1973, which basically established the groundwork for civil rights legislation 

for people with disabilities and basically overhauled the work force development system of -- for 

people with disabilities. The rehabilitation act funds services for individuals with disabilities so 

they can receive the support services that they need whether that be job training, education, 

assistive technology, medical restoration. Individuals can receive support services so they can 

basically obtain a job consistent with their interests, strengths, abilities and priorities. Along with 

rehabilitation act of 1973 there was a great deal of emphasis on independent living i.e. having 

individuals become independent in their situations not just in their work situations and also the 

beginning basis and thinking of supportive employment and providing support to individuals 

differently than they had already been done. I will talk a little bit more about that in a minute.  

 
On the heels of the rehabilitation act of 1973, we have, what at the time, was called 194142, 

better known today as individuals with disabilities education act or IDA. It was not until 1975 

that individuals with disabilities were promised the opportunity for a free and appropriate public 



education alongside their nondisabled peers. In 1975 we recognize children with disabilities 

should go to school dislike everyone else and received the supports and services they needed to 

be successful in the educational system. The reason that we educate children is to prepare them 

for adult life and specifically for employment. Fast forwarding, about 15 years, we had a 

landmark piece of legislation passed called the Americans With Disabilities Act. I am sure most 

people are aware that was passed in 1990, basically against the promise of nondiscrimination, 

that would allow people with disabilities full access to life as a citizen without being 

discriminated based on disability. In addition to the fact there were now nondiscrimination 

provisions in employment, it also required that services be made available to people with 

disabilities, buildings be made accessible so people could get in and out of them, transportation 

systems would accommodate people with disabilities, telecommunications, people could use the 

same methods of telecommunication. The Americans With Disabilities Act was this broad, 

nondiscrimination legislation that would enable people with disabilities to be fully integrated into 

their community. And then the last piece of legislation I am specifically going to talk about and 

address in terms of employment is the ticket to work and work incentives improvement act, also 

known as [indiscernible] this is a piece of legislation signed into law in 1999 and the purpose of 

the ticket to work and work incentives improvement act was to kind of address the issue of 

underemployment or unemployment of people with disabilities from a different perspective. We 

have the Social Security Administration who administers two different disability programs that 

provides a level of support, financial support to people who meet the definition of disability.  

 
It was recognize that some of the rules within the Social Security Administration were 

counterintuitive to helping people resume their independence through employment. The ticket to 

work and work incentives improvement act made significant changes that would think courage 

people who have been determined disabled to again receive support that they would need to help 

them go back to work so again we will talk about more in a minute. Let's move onto the next 

slide Bryce specifically outlined some specific provisions of the Rehab Act. Irony indicated I 

started my disability career in the client assistance program and I read the Rehab Act and the 

rehab act says that the findings and the purpose and the policy of the Rehab Act is individuals 

with disabilities have the right to enjoy full inclusion and integration into the economics, 

political, social, cultural and educational mainstream of society. That is a given, that is excepted 

and it further states that one of the goals in the nation is to provide individuals with disabilities, 

the tools necessary to achieve the quality of opportunities, full inclusion, integration in society, 

employment, independent living and economic and social self-sufficiency.  

 
The reason I read that and it is a direct quote from the Rehab Act is because this was the believe, 

this is what Congress said is the entitlement and right of individuals with disabilities. When we 

go on a little bit further the purpose of the act, the reason the program was established is to 

empower individuals to maximize employment, economic self-sufficiency, independence and 

inclusion and integration into society. I know that the protection and advocacy agencies have 

spent a lot of time and energy over the years, moving people out of large institutions and into 

independent living situations in the community. It is one thing to say I live in a community and I 

sleep in this house on this street but to really fully the integrated, I think people have to have the 

money because money is what buys them stuff. Money is what allows them to be able to take the 

bus or pay for the bus fare to go somewhere. There is more to you integration than just living in 



an address outside of a facility. Through integration require we have employment because money 

makes the world go round.  

 
The other piece of the rehab act is that it required or -- flipside actually -- it prohibited 

discrimination on the basis of disability in programs conducted by federal agencies or programs 

receiving federal financial assistance, federal employment and the employment employment 

practices of federal contractors.Again, it was a rather broad brush registration that basically says 

we want people included, we want full inclusion, we are going to support it and furthermore we 

are going to make sure discrimination is not occurring in other programs. We have the Rehab 

Act which forms the foundation. Then, as I indicated again, we have public education and 

transition from school to work. If you look at IDEA it talks about providing a coordinated 

activity designed with an outcome oriented process. And outcome oriented process means that it 

does something specifically to promote movement from school to post school activity. When 

most of us enter school we do go on to further education or expected to get a job. Preparation or 

IDEA could provide preparation for post secondary education, for vocational training or 

integrated employment. Notice I have the emphasis on integrated employment, continuing adult 

education, adult services, independent living and community participation. Again, the point of 

providing the services and creating the law was so individuals could move into integrated 

employment. I will tie this together, I promise. Then we have ADA and nondiscrimination. 

Again over the years policies at the federal level have shifted away from sheltered workshop in 

favor of administering services, programs and activities in the most integrated setting appropriate 

to the needs of individuals. And education we talk about the least restrictive environment. And 

yet we still continue to see that segregation of people with disabilities continues to exist. So how 

does the ADA defined most integrated setting? The defined loosely as saying that if the setting in 

which one enables individuals with disabilities to interact with nondisabled persons to the fullest 

extent possible. A full and integrated life in the community creates meaningful integrated ways 

to spend the day including real jobs with real wages. That is kind of my interpretation of it so 

again we have the Rehab Act that says you can go to work and maximize your economic self-

sufficiency we have IDEA that says we are going to give you the education you need to get a job 

we have the ADA that says the expectation is that people will be integrated to the greatest extent 

possible and yet we continue to see individuals with significant disabilities are sent to this 

sheltered workshop without going to vocational rehabilitation without getting appropriate 

transition services without getting real jobs in the community.  

 
The last piece that ties into this is the ticket to work and work incentives improvement act. For 

those of you who may not be familiar you may not even realize if you are getting SSI or SSDI, 

you are eligible for a document called a ticket. Basically what it is, people who receive disability 

benefits are basically given a ticket, which is a promise to pay that allows them to seek services 

and supports to help them get a job and increase their wages and increase their independence. 

This, as part of the package, as part of the legislation, not only were you given a ticket which 

said you can now go out and shop for vocational services that will help you get where you want 

to be, and help you get that dream job, it also includes work incentives which provides protection 

to people receiving benefits so they can test their ability to work without losing entitlement to 

benefits. One of the things, work incentives included in the ticket to work program, his continued 

access to health insurance. The ticket is not just a one-shot kind of deal, the ticket and the 

supports and services available with the ticket can be used while an individual is receiving other 



services. If not you can use your ticket or go to vocational rehabilitation or go to the sheltered 

workshop and can't use your ticket. Your ticket is available to you regardless of the other 

services and supports you are receiving.  

 
Services can be combined and funding supports -- funding sources can be blended. Unfortunately 

the way our Disability Services system has developed, oftentimes the organization of the 

program is considered to be more important than the individual. Moving onto the next --  

 
Cheryl, to emphasize you can have a ticket, right, and not lose any of your SSI or medical, 

especially your medical, while you are seeking different jobs or experimenting.  

 
Yes. You are almost correct, except if in every single situation unilaterally you would not lose 

something, I can't really say that without looking at the individual history. The idea of the ticket 

is that there is built-in work incentives that allow you to test work, prepare for work, allow you 

to save money for work, and for the kinds of things that can help support you in work and the 

intent is that they are nonpunitive. They are there to help you be all you can be so yes.  

 
Thank you.  

 
Why is this important? It is important because we know that one in five adults in the United 

States has a disability. There over 22 million families nationwide that have a family member 

with a disability. The numbers are huge. There is a lot of people out there with disabilities. We 

also know that the participation rates of people with disabilities in employment remains 

considerably low. For individuals with mental disabilities, that could be cognitive impairment as 

well as psychiatric disabilities, individuals receiving social or SSI payments but only one in 10 of 

these people are considered to be in the workforce.  

 
As April, 2014, I don't think the numbers have changed considerably, only 21% of individuals 

who identified as having a disability are participating in the workforce. The contrast to that is 

individuals without disabilities, for dissipation rate is closer to 80%. There will always be some 

people who don't work, but for those people who do want to work, we want to see the 

participation rate of people with disabilities at least equal to that of their nondisabled peers. 

Despite the changes in law, despite the increase in funding available to support people to go to 

work, the numbers have remained stagnant. We are not seeing an increase in the number of 

people with disabilities going to work. So what is the quandary? Why are we here in 2014, 

talking about this? The problem is there is a lot of stereotyping attitudes about people with 

disabilities. People with disabilities are often seen as second class citizens who are less capable 

and we see that in the school system, the fact that an individual with a disability can go through 

the public education system and instead of being expected to go to work and get a job, the 

individual was told go apply for Social Security benefits and basically retire poor the rest of your 

life. There is a lot of attitudes that period this quandary. There is also a lot of fears and 

misconceptions out there about what happens if an individual goes to work. That is why it is 

really important that people understand people getting Social Security benefits understand how 

the work incentives work. So parents understand it is okay for their child to test their wings and 

try to go to work because they can still retain access to the benefits they had before. And there is 

a lot of competing interests. Parents want to know their children are going to be safe and we 



often say we don't want to risk their benefits or put them in an unsafe situation or a situation that 

is going to cause them stress and further aggravate -- aggravate the disability. Is there quandary 

that do we want to offer individual security or offer jobs again there is a lot of competing values 

and ideas out there ongoing battles about the interests of the individuals versus their expressed 

interest.  

 
As a protection and advocacy agency we always go with expressed interest not with what we 

think is in someone's best interest. And there is the 64,000-dollar question, we do not necessarily 

assume that people with disabilities are employable and I think that is wrong. People talk about 

should people who can work work and how do we define work work has different meanings to 

different people so so is work identified and defined by a certain number of hours or is it defined 

by the value of what happens when the person goes to work. There is the risk, to we allow people 

with disabilities the dignity of risk and the dignity to fail versus do we protect them forever. As a 

result of the and as a result of the continued funding cycle we continue to say that when it comes 

to nondiscrimination everybody should be protected from nondiscrimination. Everybody should 

be entitled to an education everybody should be entitled to VR but when it comes to a job, we 

don't assume everybody is employable. As a result of that we feel it is okay to continually 

segregate people. So here is a real quick question I am just going to read and go over. This is old 

thinking, I think we are starting to see answers but that for thought is segregated employment 

and sub minimal wages a form of discrimination. The conclusion we have come to now is yes 

and I will tell you why in a little while. Is segregated employment institutionalization? We have 

this huge lawsuit, Supreme Court decision back in I forgot I wanted to say 1999, the Olmstead 

decision which says unnecessary segregation is a form of discrimination. But it was looked at in 

the context primarily of a residential setting in a large institution. I have always said segregation 

is not just about where you sleep at night, it is about where you spend your day. And there is the 

should people with disabilities have to earn the right to an employment related service? I did not 

have to earn my right to get a job, I just went out and got it.  

 
The other question, I have to give is there [indiscernible] I think we all know the answer to that 

of my next slide goes on is poverty the American dream. There is a high rate of poverty that goes 

with disability and we know that working age adults with disabilities are three times more likely 

than their nondisabled peers to live at or below the poverty level. Is their choice to be 

unemployed in their seven times more likely to have the enjoy the of their total income be from 

public assistance sources. The question is, is our dream for children with disabilities, that they 

are going to be poor for the rest of their lives? My answer would be, I have been Rich I have 

been the -- I have been poor and Rich is definitely better. Let's move onto the next slide. People 

with disabilities deserve to have respect. They deserve a fair boss and normal supervision. They 

deserve to have friendly, excepting coworkers with a high level of interaction. They deserve safe 

working connections with reasonable commutes and whatever supports they need to help them 

maintain that job and do the work that needs to be done. But, on the next slide we talk about 

what people with disabilities are suggested to we know that people with disabilities in large 

numbers are suggested -- subjected to segregated incentives and congregants facilities allowed to 

pay sub minimal wages under section 14 C of the fair labor act I'm not going to spend time going 

into that, but basically if you are working anywhere other than a congregate facility you would 

probably not be paid sub minimum wage and sub minimum wages the indicated earlier can be 



anything from pennies an hour to a couple dollars a week. Some in these congregants facilities, 

your denied opportunity for self-determination and choice.  

 
May be packaging and assembly is not your thing. Maybe ripping the covers off of magazines so 

that could be shredded is not something you woke up one day and said for the rest of my life I 

want to shred paper and tear covers off of magazines. Maybe instead you would like to pursue 

something musically or maybe you would like to work outdoors or maybe you would like to 

work in the service. In these congregants facilities your denied any off facility -- any opportunity 

for self-determination. The work that you do with these segregated facilities determined by the 

work the facility has available rather than matching your skills and interests. How do you know 

what you're good at if you've never had an opportunity to try it. And there is a lot of 

discrimination a false perception.Once it is labeled, you are now one of those special people so 

we have to keep you segregated and you have to demonstrate to us that you are ready for 

employment. So basic things that wouldn't happen to other people so the dignity of risk let's 

talked about that for a minute. Most of us do not have work experience when we got a first job, 

we simply went to work and our employers paid us for the work we did and usually they trained 

us on the job to teach us what needed to be done. Most of us discovered our career path by 

securing jobs that we liked and if we did not like them we voted with their feet and left them and 

found another job that we liked better. People with disabilities deserve the same opportunities.  

 
I think it is really important in the next slide to recognize and we can no longer look at services 

for people with disabilities is just another program to perpetuate itself but rather recognize and 

understand that we are making an investment in human capital and most of us have learned our 

jobs by doing it. The next, underestimation of potential cannot be understated. This is something 

I have [indiscernible] assistant secretary of the department of labor say one time that as a person 

with a disability the biggest barrier to employment for people with disabilities is not a lack of 

skill, it is a lack of expectation so if we underestimate everybody's ability and have no 

expectations that they are going to do anything with their lives, and we will be disappointed so 

let's say you are an individual stuck in a sheltered work out for -- workshop or other dead-end 

job and chances are you've never been offered the opportunity or the information that you might 

need to say hey there is something better out there for me. I think that if you are in a sheltered 

workshop or a supportive employment situation or in another job that simply somebody got for 

you because they thought this would be good for you to go to work, and you don't like it, I think 

it's important first and foremost that you tell your provider, tell your support staff, tell your 

parents tell anybody that will listen that you do not want to keep doing this and that what you 

really want is a real job. You don't need to take no for an answer it is your life, you are in control 

of it. Oftentimes people think well I am only earning 1 dollar a week or 1 dollar hours so clearly 

the employer does not value my work or the employer does not think that I am a good worker so, 

what is the point of me getting another job. I think that there is a real disconnect between wages 

people are paid and forth as an individual. I that I mean that employers often underpaid people or 

pay people based on the productivity standard that no longer exists in the real world.  

 
If you are holding back because you think I am not earning a lot of money now so I must not be 

worthy as an employer I think it is important that you understand how and why you're getting 

paid and I think it is perfectly okay to ask your employer to explain how your wages are decided. 

If they say you're not producing fast enough, then talk to them about what are some ways you 



could do that work differently or increase your productivity. Is there some technology out there 

that can help you increase your wages? Is there a different way to set up a job that might help 

you do it better? So you can gain some confidence in yourself? And you need to remember that 

there is a state vocational rehabilitation agency that goes back to the rehabilitation act I talked 

about. States are funded to provide services to people with disabilities and all you need to be, all 

you have to do is apply for vocational rehabilitation because if you have a physical or mental 

impairment that results in an impediment to employment you are eligible for services. Vocational 

rehabilitation would the documentation of your disputes only -- your disability to qualify you 

that is what you need to get started you don't need their permission, don't need your provider 

permission, you simply need to know you are entitled to apply to the office of services in the VR 

agency needs to make an eligibility determination based on the presence of the disability and 

nothing else. So VR is probably one of the best options for helping move people into more 

competitive employment. It is certainly not the only way but their specialty is people with 

disabilities and we know from the work we have done in monitoring working -- workshops 

across the company -- country many people do not go to vocational rehabilitation and collect 

$200 they go directly to the sheltered workshop so let's use the services they are for us.  

 
Other things, I think that are important, that you need to think about if you are stuck in a 

sheltered workshop. Do not accept the fact that there may be a belief by other people that if you 

worked in a sheltered workshop and been held there against your will because again, you may 

not have been asked if you wanted to go there, but you require long-term support or supportive 

employment. Because supportive employment, again, by definition, comes with the funding 

source. People will be told you will have to wait for an opening in support of employment. You 

are a person, not a program and VR agencies and other service providers should be trying the 

least restrictive options first and only then if you are not able to succeed or find employment, 

should you be forced into, again, another label or cubbyhole that says you have to receive this 

level of support in order to go to work.  

 
Lots of things vocational rehabilitation can do, but they don't necessarily do well. On-the-job 

training is a very well-known recognized program, not just in the world of vocational 

rehabilitation, the labor market where an individual is basically paid for learning on the job. You 

can utilize on-the-job training, learn new skills, while you are working and getting paid. If you're 

not quite sure what that job might be you could learn on, you can do job shadowing which is 

watching somebody else do their job. You can look at situational assessments, you can try out 

different jobs and you can use mentoring. Talk to other people who have been through it and 

gone through different work. Find out what works for them. These are all supports and services 

that will help you understand the world is much bigger than just a sheltered workshop. The 

Department of Labor also runs apprenticeship programs in which well documented programs, 

much like on-the-job training usually geared towards specific craftsmen or specific types of 

skills for instance you could become a plumber's assistance or an assistant carpenter or 

something using an apprenticeship program which will teach you the basics of the job. And then 

the more you learn, the higher up in that type of work you can become so you can become a 

journeyman carpenter or pattern maker or a plumber or truck driver or other things. Again, these 

are public programs available to people looking to improve their employment and they should be 

available to people with disabilities just as much is there people without disabilities. You really 

need to talk to people you know about their job and their experiences and set your standards and 



aim high. Don't settle for being poor the rest of your life because if you choose to protect your 

benefits, you will forever remain in poverty. Work is not only part of recovery, but work will 

help get you out of poverty and get you things that make you happy, opportunities etc. Another 

option available again to expand the horizon is volunteering opportunities to look at different 

work settings and the price of jobs -- types of jobs available there. If you begin to volunteer for 

instance of a library, it could lead to an internship and paid work experiences. Or in a nursing 

home. Almost any type of environment. Once you are exposed to the types of work and activities 

done there, then the world is wide open and you can decide for yourself, I like that, maybe that is 

something I would like to give a try to.  

 
Again I haven't really mentioned this but the Department of Labor invest in one-stop career 

centers which recently had a name change. Basically where everybody looking to participate in 

the workforce goes to find out about what our local employers, what are their labor needs and 

what kind of programs today have to support the local labor workforce. The one-stop centers 

have training dollars you could actually utilize that many for specific training. You can -- they 

can help you with resume assistance, with career exploration, all kinds of things to help you get a 

real job in the community. Again those services should be available to you with out regard of 

your disability. It is really important. Autumn line here that if you are interested in another job, 

you need to be your own best friend and your own best advocate and start asking people to help 

you and seek the support you need. You can ask for assistance from your local protection and 

advocacy agency, every state and territory house one; I have listed on here on the NDRN website 

which has a map of the United States. You can click on there, click on your state to find your 

local protection and advocacy agency. You can also reach out and talk to the community work 

incentive counselor to help you understand that if you go to work what is going to happen to 

your benefits and more importantly a community work incentive counselor can help you 

understand how work can improve your financial situation. You can find out more about those at 

Social Security .gov work. All of this is only going to work if you believe in your self.We know 

people with disabilities want to work and communities need everyone's different values. We call 

a diversity. Everyone has something to contribute. Finding the match that will make you a valued 

member of society should not be difficult and employers know that to pull with disabilities add 

value to the workforce. They have figured this out one success story at a time. Some of the things 

for advocates in the room for advocates on the call, we need to think outside the box. Not 

everybody gets a job the same way as everybody else, not everybody can take a standard job 

description and be able to do it. We need to think about job creation and job carving when 

traditional employment opportunities don't match the skill or support needs of the individual. 

The employers always have jobs. I call it my a list, B list and C list I'm always sure to get my A 

list and B list done because that depends on whether or not I get paid into my paycheck, but there 

is my C list which are things perhaps I really would like to do but don't have time to get done. 

There is always positions like that with an employer, that are valuable that would enhance the 

bottom line to the employer, that perhaps we could look at how can a person with disabilities 

help include that bottom line.  

 
We also know there are a variety of things to assist individuals to keep a job including universal 

design strategy. What makes it better for a person with disabilities can also help nondisabled 

persons. We have assistive technology. Assistive technology can help people do things and 

improve upon the functional limitations and get sheltered workshop and segregated employment 



settings continue to be told this person doesn't need technology. We don't have anyone here who 

uses technology. Technology is active, helps every single one of us and one of the most recent 

speakers we had at our annual conference, demonstrated how assistive technology, iPhones and 

iPads, can help people on the job. People who are nonverbal, people who cannot read, people 

who normally would say they can't work. Technology is out there and the most important thing 

we can't forget is natural support. Every single one of us has strengths and weaknesses. Natural 

support our core workers on the job who help somebody with that one acts packed of the job that 

might be a little more difficult. We need to assume everybody needs to have paid support were 

natural supports are there. And let me give you an example of what I always consider a natural 

support at our conferences when we have to run the microphone around the room, I was not able 

to do it for a number of years because I had orthopedic issues and walking was difficult and 

painful for me. I never had to ask someone to run the microphone around the room someone 

would then please say, Cheryl, let me take care of this and it worked. We got the work done and 

stayed within the guidelines.  

 
Again, I think it is important we think about accessing and creating a variety of financial 

resources to ensure that the employment supports and services are available as long as the 

individual needs the job. Now we will come to why is this important. Over the past years we 

have seen significant movement around improving attitudes, supports and services around people 

with disabilities. CMS has issued guidance on their waiver program and they have also issued 

CMS being the center for Medicaid services, they are the ones that administered the Medicaid 

and Medicare program and going back to the ticket, the ticket program as I said was basically a 

problem -- a promise to pay someone if an engine will -- if an individual received an 

employment outcome. To get reimbursement, which means when an individual goes to work the 

Social Security Administration reimbursement reimburses someone CMS has said that is 

unallowable program income that if you are using Medicaid dollars to provide a service, it is 

okay to also get the ticket reimbursement but not counterintuitive that the reimbursement is for 

an outcome achieved there you have additional funds that can be used to support someone in 

work. We have in CD who issued a report a year and a half ago on sub minimum wage and 

supportive employment. We know they're thinking is we need to end sub minimum wage an 

increase employment opportunities. With the Department of Justice, citing the decision stating in 

Oregon, Virginia and Mississippi, but they are concerned about the unnecessary segregation of 

people with disabilities in training facilities and training programs. We have the Department of 

labor and Department of Justice that work together to end some very bad practices in the Rhode 

Island school, where the school was operating a sheltered workshop, forcing individuals with 

disabilities to work there at sub minimum wage. We have the EEOC who took the individuals 

involved in Henry's turkey farm and prosecuted the -- went to court basically obtained huge 

settlements for damages for individuals who have been discriminated against in the employment 

practices and Henry's turkey farm. And we have, nurse, national Governors Association last year 

issued a report called on unemployment initiative called the better bottom line their message was 

basically we have a workforce shortage in this country, we have jobs going unfilled and we need 

to increase the bottom line for business by increasing employment of people with disabilities.  

 
We need people with disabilities to be productive, we need them to work and we need them to be 

expressing their interest and their desire. So all of that kind of says that there our options and 

alternatives outside of sheltered workshop for -- but people need to understand them, they need 



to have services explained to them, they may need help accessing those services. No one should 

say I have to go to the sheltered workshop and no one should have to stay there against their will. 

So, having said that, I guess we can open it up for any questions that come from the audience. 

Operator? 

 
Yes, thank you. We will now begin the question-and-answer session. If you have a question, 

please press star then one on your touchtone phone. If you wish to be removed from the queue, 

please press the pound sign or hash key. There will be a delay before the first question is 

announced. If you are using a speakerphone you may need to pick up the hand first -- the handset 

first before pressing the numbers once again if you have a question please press star then one on 

your touchtone phone. Our first question comes from Chris Rodriguez, please go-ahead.  

 
Hi, can you guys hear me?  

 
Yes.  

 
You mentioned a statistic earlier, you compare the rate of unemployment of people with 

disabilities to the rate of unemployment for folks typically abled individuals.I believe it was 80% 

versus something else or maybe employment?  

 
Actually what I quoted were the workforce participation rates, which is a little different than the 

unemployment rate. Basically based on statistics gathered by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

About 80% of the population of individuals who do not identify as having a disability are 

engaged in the workforce. Versus only 21% of people with disabilities engaged in the workforce. 

So, we have a huge 60 percent difference. Let me clarify. We often heard that 75% of people 

with disabilities are unemployed. It is actually not that they are unemployed, they are not 

participating in the workforce. What we want to do is increase workforce for dissipation so 

people have the same opportunities to be employed. Does that make sense?  

 
Yes, it does. Thank you. 

 
Okay. Operator, before you go to the next question, I see that there is a question online here that 

says, what, if anything, is required of going to sheltered workshop and letting clients know about 

the services? Sadly enough, there is not a specific requirement in the Rehab Act that states found 

vocational rehabilitation should go into sheltered workshop's. Instead, I think we are VR 

obligation really comes in, is as part of the transition process. There should be a memorandum of 

understanding between the VR agency and education agency that outlines and defines how 

individuals with disabilities are going to be made aware of vocational rehabilitation. That 

individual should routinely be referred to vocational rehabilitation and vocational rehabilitation 

will share its expertise during the transition process. Unfortunately, that oftentimes doesn't 

happen. We know, again, that teachers decide what individuals are going to qualify for the DD 

agency in their state. Rather than wasting the time of the vocational rehabilitation agency, 

because the schools may believe this individual was not employable, they simply refer them to 

the workshop. I firmly believe that we should be reaching out to sheltered workshop, but God 

forbid if they were to start reaching out to sheltered workshop, then they are going to be serving 

a different caliber or different clientele then there are traditionally used to. And then, they might 



actually start serving individuals with the most significant disabilities first. Anyway we will take 

the next question in mind. Ian, did you have something he wanted to add? 

 
No, not at this point.  

 
Thank you. [indiscernible] 

 
I am the president of people first of Nevada. We have a big workshop out here. One of the main 

problems is the whole community believes that the workshop is the only place for people with 

disabilities. And, this workshop has everybody in their pocket. How can we -- how do we break 

that philosophy?  

 
You have a very good questionquestion. I am very much aware of the situation in Nevada. I 

think that part of what you need to do is what you are already doing. You are organizing, you are 

speaking now. You need to let the community know that segregation is not acceptable. Sub 

minimum wage is not acceptable and that people who support that are being materialistic and not 

very helpful. I think there is not going to be a simple solution, it is going to require a lot of work. 

I think it is important that people with disabilities testify before Congress, before your state 

legislature, we know the legislature supports this. I think that's it is important that you start 

changing the tone of the message to say, we are no longer going to settle and I know that there 

are organizations in the state that very much agree with you and will help support you. I would 

love to have a private conversation with you, my contact information is on the slide, to make 

some connections with the people in the state that can help you. But, we recognize that Nevada is 

just a little bit further behind in their philosophical development, then many of the other states 

are. It reminds me of something I did not mention called employment first. Employment first is 

the new kind of buzzword across the country and everybody now wants to have an employment 

first policy or employment first practice. I think you have to educate a community, you have to 

educate the legislature and most importantly you may have to educate those helping 

professionals to say that we want the first dollar of support to helping us get a job so that we can 

get real jobs and real wages. And then whatever is left, you can use for these other things but 

employment is the first and most important service that we, as an individual with 

disabilitydisability, want elsewhere. Again, there is about 32 states across the country that have 

some variation of employment first. There is a lot of supporting employment first is national 

organizations that have made this their mantra. I'm happy to talk to you and the queue up and 

give you ideas and pointers and most importantly, help you connect with like-minded people in 

your community because you are going to have to start. That voice is going to have to start 

getting louder and louder and louder. Thank you for the question.  

 
Go on to the next question, we have an online -- a couple but let me start with the first one first 

of all they like the presentation and the information about sheltered workshop but what about 

those things, Dave programs, day-habilitation, I am sure there is other names, which people do 

about advocating in those situations?  

 
Again, let me -- whatever guest subsidized you get more of. Those day-habilitation programs, 

those work activity centers, other things are funded somehow. People aren't going to provide 

those services for free. It is typically Medicaid that provides -- funds those services. Sometimes 



through a waiver program and sometimes does because those are approved Medicaid services. I 

think that the first, again, kind of systemic approach to this is individuals with disabilities need to 

start insisting that any federal, state or local dollars that are used to support programs, used to 

support programs that achieve those goals of full inclusion and integration. People may need 

something to do during the day but it does not mean they have to go to a work activity center or 

day have the program and hang out. Maybe we need to look at other ways to integrate into the 

community and what do other people without disabilities do that to go to work they might go to 

the Y two days a week and swim they might volunteer at the local veterinary office to -- or 

SPCA -- to groom animals or walk dogs. We need to start insisting of the types of activities that 

we do near the activities of our nondisabled peers and it really is a funding issue. You need to 

change the emphasis on how federal funding is spent. And if you ask and insist upon work, 

clearly work will pay for itself and become self-supporting. To the extent everyone is capable of 

working, I firmly believe based on the rehab act says, the Rehab Act is every individual, 

regardless of the significance of their disability is a couple of engaging in an employment 

outcome if they are given the proper services and support. We need to figure out what it is that 

Johnny can do and what is it that we need to do to support him in doing it. The traditional 

assessments we use may not be appropriate. MIB we are going to have to spend an entire work 

week with him taking into the park, taking into different places. Talking to family members, just 

kind of seeing what is it that makes him shine, what is it that puts a smile on his face and doing 

some creative thinking as to how does that match up with opportunities available in the 

community.  

 
Just real quickly, none of these are quick answers.  

 
No.  

 
Cheryl and I would be a lot richer we could clap our fingers -- is never fingers and make this 

happen it does require your individual voices, collective voices and community organizing. I 

realize there are other comments in the chat box but I want to check on the phones too.  

 
Thank you. We have a question. Please go ahead.  

 
Hello.  

 
Hello.  

 
My question is, related to what I will call Mom fears. Are you there?  

 
I am here, go-ahead. Mom fears?  

 
I keep running into resistance from the parents about how if I do what you want, then I will lose 

benefits if I do what you want my child will lose their benefits and they need their Medicaid, I 

am trying to be sympathetic I don't have children may be I am not the best person but what can I 

do to help calm parents fears because in a lot of instances, it is mom or dad or grandma that 

wishes to keep them in a more restrictive environment versus competitive employment because 

of what happens if they lose their job and they have nothing, etc.?  



 
Right. I understand that is a very common statement that we here. I think most important thing 

we do with mom or dad fears or family fears is we educate them around how the work incentives 

really operate. We do, what I call, point out the obvious. If Johnny is living at home right now 

and his parents are elderly, whether they be 60, 70, 80490, chances are Johnny is not pain his fair 

share of living expenses. So what happens to Johnny when Johnny -- when the parents die?If we 

keep and insist upon keeping and protecting benefits, the SSI federal benefit right now, I believe 

is around $710 a month. The average SSDI benefit hovers around $1000 a month. That is not a 

lot of money and that basically, for SSI, an individual is below the poverty level. If we want our 

children to forever before, yes we should protect their benefits. But there are work incentives that 

allow an individual to test work. There are impairment related work expenses which are things 

they would pay out-of-pocket basically reduce the amount of their income in terms of affecting 

their benefits. There are a lot of work incentives that are very effective but underutilized and 

misunderstood. That is where both the protection and advocacy agencies and benefit planning 

assistance and outreach programs really do outreach and education to parents to understand that 

yes eventually Johnny me lose his SSI check. But Johnny is only going to lose his SSI check 

when he is earning $1500, $1700, $2100 a month which would you rather have your son live on? 

$700 a month -- or $1700 a month? Parented understand the roles, that is an education process 

and there are programs that can help them.  

 
Okay, thanks.  

 
Let's just keep going on the phone line if there is time I will go to the chat box.  

 
Thank you. Once again if you like to ask a question press star then one on your touchtone phone.  

 
While people are queuing up, I will basically give the Reader's Digest version of the first 

comment by Emily White, basically, how do we as a society work so the federal and state 

contracts that sheltered workshops get, maybe they shouldn't get those anymore? How do we do 

that?  

 
Again I think a lot of this is an education process. Employers, private employers, private 

companies like Comcast or IKEA that send jobs to sheltered workshops do so for two reasons. 

Number one, they are getting cheap labor because they can get the work done there less 

expensively than they could if they hired somebody into the company to do it and had to pay full 

benefits. Or, they may get it quicker. They are getting their work done on the backs of people 

with disabilities. And making a profit on them. I think it is really -- they think they are doing 

everything. Is a nice we are giving these poor people over here something to do. I think changing 

the paradigm and talking to the employer, the private providers and employers about do you 

realize that you are making a profit on the backs of people with disabilities and that these people 

with disabilities are not being paid fairly. They are being basically exploited and you are making 

a profit on them. I think employers aren't aware of that. I think what I would prefer to see is 

some of the work being done is perfectly suited to people with disabilities and some people are 

very happy doing repetitive types of tasks. That is fine but instead of sending the work to the 

sheltered workshop and having it spread among 20 or 25 or 30 or 50 people, why not talk to the 

business about why don't you hire two or three of these people and have them come to your work 



location. Even if they do the same work there you can still pay them, but they are now integrated 

into the workforce.They are providing a valued service for a job that needs to be done and you 

can pay them appropriately. I think that is one approach. When we are talking about state and 

federal contracts, again I think we need to take a really good look at some of these state use laws 

and affirmative attracting provisions, which once upon a time might have had a legitimate reason 

for being in existence otherwise people with disabilities couldn't work and couldn't be employed 

but I just don't think they have kept pace and I think it is time for a re-examination of some of 

those provisions and probably a makeover or do over. Again, it is not going to be a solution, 

there are many nuances to this whole concept of employment of people with disabilities but if we 

start with the individual and start getting people with disabilities into jobs they want, I think 

some of these other things are going to naturally change will naturally evolve as a result of that 

and [indiscernible] again a really good question, one of the nuances that makes the whole 

segregated workshop difficult.  

 
I want to read a comment that is in the chat box. Thank you name -- my daughter Emily attends 

an arts program, I will go to this shortly, she is basically become a great artist, she loves it and 

we are trying to grow this program to be more in the community and be a community option. 

And expand opportunities. We are not trying to shut this workshop down. For this our program.  

 
I agree and I hear what you say our goal is not to shut down sheltered workshops, our goal is to 

allow people to become all that they can be. When you have situations like artistry, not every 

artist works full-time five days a week, eight hours a day. I think we have to recognize that 

again, people with disabilities have talent and there are work may be sold a number of different 

ways or their contributions. We need to not exclude people with disabilities from pursuing 

options and opportunities in self-employment that would otherwise be available to their 

nondisabled peers. Many artists means sell a painting once a month and that is fine. That doesn't 

stop them from continuing to paint or make jewelry or do that kind of thing. We need to find 

ways to support them in what they are doing and enable them to make a living. Whether it is 

manufacturing something artistic or providing a service, we need to not forget that self-

employment is an option and also supported self-employment.I don't know of any business in the 

country completely a one-man show. It doesn't get some support in one form or another from 

either a bookkeeper who manages the books or someone who does the billing or someone who 

looks at legal documents, etc. You are right, we need to think of things -- ways of meeting the 

needs of individuals differently than condemning them to a segregated setting where they have to 

go and to what ever it is that they do there . So, we are seeing more artistic kinds of programs 

popping up and opportunities for people to engage the community.  

 
She also says they are considering the self-employment route and thanks for the presentation. 

Thank you very much.  

 
Let me just add one additional comment too. When it comes to self-employment there is a work 

incentive called the taps plan a plan for achieving self-support. A lot of times with self-

employment -- past plan -- people with self-support need transportation or access to things the 

traditional VR agency won't provide, whatever. A pass plan is really a dream the maker. It is not 

an easy work incentive in terms of the fact that much like doing your income taxes every year is 

a little complicated, you have to be able to manage money, you have to have a goal, you have to 



meet a schedule. Again there are people in the community they can help you develop a pass plan 

that can again help support that self-employment or movement of that individual towards an 

integrated employment setting. This is why those community work incentives and the P&A 

program can really help you identify some of the resources and supports that will help you do 

things differently than the way they are being done right now.  

 
I am going to say that we have time for one more question and a couple closing comments. 

Operator? Do we have anybody in the queue?  

 
Yes we have one question. This go-ahead.  

 
My question is about I heard you saying earlier, by the way thank you very much for your 

presentation. I think it has been very informative. For me personally as well as my friends but 

my question is, I thought I heard you say that people are typically -- the way to get out would be 

[indiscernible] I don't understand that because I used to work in a workshop and I am alive 

obviously and a lot of my friends are alive obviously so I am confused by your comment?  

 
You are right, you are alive and well and you decided the sheltered workshop was not a place for 

you, so you laughed. But many individuals with disabilities either don't have the confidence to 

do that or support to do that basically told by their provider, for instance if they are in a 

residential setting oftentimes residential settings require they have a activities so they have to go 

to a sheltered workshop if they don't go to the sheltered workshop potential he they could risk 

their residential placement because the residential placement does not have supports during 

daytime hours. My statement was that statistically, study after study has shown that sheltered 

workshops do not help in preparing people for competitive employment. In fact studies show the 

longer someone is in a segregated sheltered workshop, generally the longer it takes to train them 

for competitive employment. It takes them -- if they are using supportive employment they 

usually require a job coach for a longer period of time than someone who has not experienced 

sheltered employment in the first place. The point is, people don't necessarily -- people are not 

leaving sheltered workshops for better opportunities people are leaving sheltered workshop 

sometimes because they are just plain getting old and die, but they still have been going 

therethere.People are not being afforded the opportunities. What is even more distressing is that 

we are seeing more and more sheltered workshop opening up senior centers on the same 

location. You now go to the sheltered workshop not to go to the sheltered workshop but you go 

into the senior center side where it now you are still congregating only with people with 

disabilities who are elderly. And that was the point. We want -- if anything I sheltered workshop 

should be a short-term steppingstone for you acquire some short-term skills and get out in the 

community. You should not be expected to go there for the rest of your life. That was the point I 

was trying to make.  

 
Thank you.  

 
Thank you. I'm going to say a couple of things. One is, we have just moved, moved offices, we 

are giving you a our new address and things like that. On the last slide, -- it is incorrect. I put it in 

the chat box so it is 8201st Ave NE Washington DC to -- 20002 -- that is a little error. And I 

want to also tell you that like Cheryl intimated, we add NDRN, our biggest goal is to end 



discrimination. We do have an initiative where you can file a complaint with the department of 

labor about unfair wage practices for people with disabilities. If you have and look into the 14 C 

program, not to go into it too much, but 14 C is the name of the part of the law that allows people 

with disabilities sub minimum wage. If you have more questions about this initiative we are 

doing, around submit a wage, please e-mail subminimum.wages@ndrn.org, and someone will 

get back to you about what we are doing, really focusing on the discriminatory parts of people 

who work in and out of sheltered workshops. That I would add that as a closing information. To 

leave you with. Thank you, Cheryl for your presentation.  

 
Thank you.  

 
It was informative and well done as usual. I want to thank all of our listeners, I would say this is 

one of the highest attended webinars I have seen in a good while. I really appreciate that. And, at 

our highest we were at 96. -- 94. I will quit, from NDRN, thank you very much and take care. 

Good luck.  

 
Bye everyone have a good afternoon.  

 
Thank you. Ladies and gentlemen this concludes today's conference. Thank you for participating, 

you may now disconnect.  

Actions  

 


