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What’s a Sheltered Workshop?

• Noun - A workplace that provides a supportive 
environment where physically or mentally challenged 
persons can acquire job skills and vocational experiences 
as an alternative to working in the open labor market 

Go by a range of names including special work centers, 
industries, industrial workshops, affirmative industries, 
training workshops, vocational workshops, business 
services, and rehabilitation workshops.

• Work in sheltered workshops has different meanings 
ranging from day  habilitation to occupational therapy to 
an actual source of income



Sheltered Workshops 

• A publicly funded congregate day program where people with 

disabilities go because of outdated beliefs about people with 

disabilities and their ability to be productive in the same 

manner as their peers

• Individuals are protected from the usual expectations of finding 

a job, paying your own way, and leaving home because they 

had the misfortune of having been labeled with a disability   

• Work options are limited but participation is mandatory and 

personal interests and skills are generally disregarded. Focus 

on simple work activities such as assembling or packing.



History of Sheltered Workshops

• The term also known as "work center,“ is used by the 

Wage and Hour Division of the U.S. Department of Labor

to refer to entities that are authorized to employ workers 

with disabilities at sub-minimum wages.

• The term generally has been used to describe facilities 

that employ people with disabilities exclusively. 

• Subject of much recent criticism of good intentions gone 

bad. When parents kept children out of institutions they 

needed a place for their children to go during the day.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U.S._Department_of_Labor


Criticisms Today of Sheltered Workshops

• Low pay with little monitoring or oversight 

• Dead-end placement rather than a transitional step 

toward competitive jobs 

• Facilities have an interest/incentive to keep the most 

productive clients in house to complete contract work

• the bulk of public funds (Medicaid) continue to be 

channeled into sheltered workshops and other segregated 

facilities



Changes in Laws and Attitudes That 

Support Integration and  Employment

• Rehabilitation Act of 1973 including independent 
living and supported employment 

• Individuals with Disabilities Education Act – IDEA

• Americans with Disabilities Act – ADA

• Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement 
Act - TWWIIA



Rehabilitation Act, 1973 as amended 

• Findings, Purpose, and Policy" states that 

individuals with disabilities have a right to "enjoy 

full inclusion and integration into the economic, 

political, social, cultural, and educational 

mainstream of American society“

• one of the goals of the nation is to provide 

individuals with disabilities the tools necessary to 

"achieve equality of opportunity, full inclusion and 

integration in society, employment, independent 

living, and economic and social self-sufficiency



Purpose and Findings 

• The purposes of this Act are  

• (1) to empower individuals with disabilities to 

maximize employment, economic self sufficiency, 

independence, and inclusion and integration 

into society

• Prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability 

in programs conducted by Federal agencies, in 

programs receiving Federal financial assistance, 

in Federal employment, and in the employment 

practices of Federal contractors. 



IDEA: Public Education & Transition from 

School to Work
• Coordinated activities designed within an 
outcome-oriented process

• Promotes movement from school to post-school 
activities

• Preparation for postsecondary education, 

vocational training, integrated employment, 

continuing and adult education, adult services, 

independent living and community participation 



ADA and nondiscrimination 

• Policy at the Federal level has shifted away from 

sheltered workshops in favor of administering services, 

programs, and activities in the most integrated setting 

appropriate to the needs of individuals with disabilities.  

• The most integrated setting' is one that 'enables 

individuals with disabilities to interact with nondisabled 

persons to the fullest extent possible

• A full and integrated life in the community requires a 

meaningful, integrated way to spend the day including 

integrated work  - real jobs real wages  



Ticket to Work and Work Incentives

• People with disabilities who get Social Security are eligible for a 
“Ticket” which allows them to seek services and supports to help them 
get a job and increase wages and independence

• This includes Work Incentives which provide protections to help 
people test their ability to work without losing entitlement to benefits. It 
also includes continued access to health insurance

• The ticket can be used while one is receiving other services. It’s not 
an either/or situation.  Services can be combined or blended

• The organization or program should never be more important than the 
Person

•



What We Know  
• One in five adults living in the US have a disability 
and over 22 million families nationwide have a 
member with a disability.

• The participation rate of persons with disabilities in 
employment remains low. Only one in ten individuals 
with mental disabilities receiving SSI payments are 
considered to be in the workforce 

• As of April 2012, only 21.2% of individuals with 
disabilities were participating in the work force

• These numbers have remained stagnant for the past 
seven years



The Quandary

• Stereotyping attitudes

• Myths, Fears, and Misconceptions

• Competing Interests  (jobs versus security) 

• Conflicting Values and Ideas 

• “Best interest” versus “expressed interest”

• All can work or all who can work? 

• How should that work be defined? 

• Taking risk and failing versus “safety net” 

• Continued segregation - paternalism



Food for Thought 

• Is segregated employment and sub-minimum wage 
forms of discrimination?

• Is segregated employment institutionalization?  Is 
Olmstead only about where people sleep? 

• Should people with disabilities have to “earn” the right 
to employment related services?

• Is there a disability industrial complex that loses sight 
of it’s aim and focuses on perpetuating itself?  (Dale 
Dileo) 



Is Poverty the American Dream??

• There is a high rate of poverty that is linked to 
disability 

• Working-age adults with disabilities are 3 times 
more likely than their nondisabled peers to live at 
or below the poverty line

• twice as likely to be unemployed 

• seven times more likely to have a majority of their 
total income to be from public assistance 
sources.



People with Disabilities Deserve

• Respect 

• Fair bosses and normal supervision

• Friendly, accepting co-workers with a high 

level of interaction 

• Safe working conditions

• Reasonable commutes

• Supports 



People with Disabilities are subjected to  

• Segregated settings and congregate facilities 

• Subminimum wage under section 14 ( c )  FLSA 

• Denied Self Determination and Choice 

• Assigned work tasks based on “available work” rather 
than matching skills and interests

• Discrimination and false perceptions

• Labeling 

• Segregation

• Readiness



The Dignity of Risk - First jobs 

• Most of us did not have work experiences, we 

simply went to work and our employers paid us 

and trained us

• Most of us discovered our career paths by 

securing jobs that we liked and leaving those we 

disliked

• People with Disabilities deserve those same 

opportunities 



• We must no longer look at services for 

people with disabilities as just another 

program to perpetuate itself, but rather 

recognize and understand that this is an 

investment in human capital and that most 

of us have learned our jobs by doing them.

• “Underestimation of potential cannot be 

overstated”. 



What to do if you are stuck in a sheltered 

workshop or other dead end job
• Tell your provider and support staff you want a REAL JOB.  Do 

not take “NO” for an answer. It’s YOUR life.  

• Ask the employer to clearly explain how your wages are 

decided.  Ask for the help you need, like assistive technology to 

increase your wages, and ask to try other work

• Apply to the State Vocational Rehabilitation Agency.  To be 

eligible for VR services all you need is a physical or mental 

impairment which results in a substantial impediment to 

employment.  Your service provider has the records and 

information you need to get started. You do not need their 

permission to explore job options 



More of What to do if you are stuck

• Do not accept the Common  False Assumption –
individuals who have been held (against their will) in 
segregated employment settings  will require long term 
supports from supported employment.  Therefore you 
must wait. You are a person, not a program.  Least 
restrictive options are tried first, not second. 

• Utilize on-the-Job (paid training) which could help you 
learn new skills for a new job.  Ask for  job shadowing, 
situational assessment, job tryouts, and mentoring 

• Explore apprenticeship programs to earn while you learn 
skilled trades 



More of What to do if you are stuck

• Talk to your peers about their jobs and their experiences. 
Set your own standard and AIM high – it’s your life and 
work is a get out of poverty plan. Work is also part of 
recovery

• Volunteering can help you explore other work settings and 
other types of jobs. This can lead to internships and paid 
work experiences 

• One Stop Career Centers can help you learn about local 
employers, labor needs, and workforce development 
programs. They have training dollars and resume 
assistance to help you become employed



Seek the supports you need 

• Ask for advocacy from your local Protection and Advocacy 

agency. Find them at http://www.ndrn.org

• Talk to a Community Work Incentive Counselor to 

understand how work can improve your financial situation. 

Find out more information at 

http://www.socialsecurity.gov/work/

• Believe in yourself. People with disabilities want to work 
and “Community means everyone’s gift is valued”. 
Employers have already figured this out one success 
story at a time

http://www.ndrn.org/
http://www.socialsecurity.gov/work/


What is needed?

• Job creation and Job carving when traditional 

employment opportunities don’t match the skill or support 

needs.  

• Use of a variety of approaches to assist the individual in 

learning and keeping a job including universal design 

strategies, Assistive Technology and natural supports.

• Accessing and braiding a variety of financial resources to 

assure that employment supports and services are 

available as long as necessary to learn and retain the job. 

. 



WHY

• CMS guidance  on 1915 © waiver and Ticket Reimbursement is 
allowable Program Income

• NCD report Subminimum Wage and Supported Employment 

• DOJ –citing Olmstead in Oregon, Virginia, Mississippi

• DOL /DOJ – Rhode Island Birch School

• EEOC – settlement for damages in Henry’s Turkey farm.  

• NGA  Employment  Initiative on a Better Bottom Line



• Questions 

Contact  Cheryl Bates-Harris

NDRN 

840 1st Avenue NW, suite 740

Washington, DC 20002

202-408-9514 x 117

Fax 202-408-9520

Cheryl.Bates-Harris@ndrn.org 


