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It was a pleasure to read this long-term follow-up study
of competitively employed individuals with significant
developmental disabilities by Brown, Shiraga, and
Kessler (2006). As always, this group writes in a pro-
vocative way challenging the reader with comments,
suggestions and opinions that aim to raise the level of
thought process. In this report, 50 people with develop-
mental disabilities were followed for 20 years and their
work histories carefully chronicled. Notably, all of these
individuals were eligible for Supplemental Security
Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability Income
(SSDI), suggesting significant disabilities.
There were a number of observations I had as I read

through the paper. I will share these comments and then
move to a series of policy suggestions that need to be
considered as we move forward in this decade.
Our immediate observations were colored with sat-

isfaction and disappointment at the same time. It was
wonderful to see that this group of historically dis-
enfranchised young people, when provided the right
amount of supports by intelligent and informed practi-
tioners and policymakers, were able to work long-term
in competitive employment. Having this outcome
affirmed provides yet one more piece of data in a long
series of successful reports (Becker & Drake, 2003;
Bond, 2004; Callahan, 2004; Drake et al., 1999; Mank,
Cioffi, & Yovanoff, 2003; Rusch and Braddock, 2004;
Wehman, Revell, Brooke, & Inge, in press; Wehman,
Targett, West, & Kregel, 2005; Wehman & Revell, 1996)
that demonstrates vocational capacity. The very fact that
these persons, who many think should still be institu-
tionalized or segregated in long-term adult activity
centers, are working in multiple integrated vocational
environments and have performed approximately 150
vocational different tasks should completely erase the
notion of vocational incompetence.

Our disappointment stems from the fact that these
outcomes should absolutely be the minimal standard we
should accept (we know that Brown, Shiraga, and
Kessler would agree with this). It is 2006. It is no longer
1980 or even 1990.We would have hoped the field would
have been further along, much further along, in the suc-
cessful placement and retention of young people what-
ever their level and type of disability. Here we have a
group of persons who averaged approximately $5.75 per
hour for 20 hour per week at essentially entry level
service positions. Is this the best we can do? Why did we
not see a marked increase in level of pay? Why did we
not see a marked increase in amount of hours worked?
Why did we not see some of these people opening their
own businesses? Why did we not see these people
enrolled in community or technical colleges in order to
better their vocational capacities? Did these young
people benefit from the civil rights entitled to them
through ADA?
With this said, the Brown et al. (2006) paper provides a

wonderful platform for persons with disabilities their
families, advocates, teachers, and other helping profes-
sionals to do some critical self-examination. This is a
pioneering piece of work because it affirms normalcy
that can be enjoyed by a historically disempowered
group that is chronically unemployed. A control or com-
parison group would have been a wonderful comple-
ment to this study, but the 365,000 persons remaining in
adult day programs reported by Braddock et al. (2005)
will have to suffice as the control for now.
Let me list briefly some of the key points that stood

out upon reviewing the paper:

1. There was an obvious effort by the individuals in
the study to keep their SSI and/or SSDI benefits,
thus leading to an average of only 20 paid hours
per week.

2. The fact that more than 15% of the persons chose
to work in nonpaid community service, also known
as Bvolunteer[ work speaks volumes to how these
citizens chose to give back to the communityVit
also suggests these are folks who, with different
federal policies on asset accumulation and allowed
income levels, might have been able to work more
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and not stay in poverty. It is encouraging that this
number of volunteers dropped in half from 15 to 7
through the life of the study.

3. The comments and insights made on job coach
intervention were most welcome. The amount of
federally funded research on what job coaches
do, why some are effective and others are not, the
appropriate level and amount of support needed
has not been well studied over the past decade
due to limited federal investment in research on
job coaching. We would have liked to have seen
even more information on this topic including
costs and benefits compared, level of training of
employment specialists, and turnover rate of em-
ployment specialists. We would have loved to see
more descriptions of how job coaches Bcustom-
ized[ work that may not always have been read-
ily available (Brooks-Lane, Hutcheson, & Revell,
2005; Callahan & Rogan, 2004). Hence, the com-
ments about what specifically job coaches were
doing was most helpful from a clinical perspective.

4. The movement from food service positions to of-
fice positions is interesting, not only because it goes
beyond the hospitality industry stereotype, but
because it suggests that there are many other types
of work that persons with developmental dis-
abilities can perform. Rutkowski, Daston, Kuiken,
and Riehle (in press) demonstrated a different
category of work, medical/health positions, for
workers with developmental disabilities at Cincin-
nati’s Children’s Hospital.

5. The importance of competitive employment for
social integration opportunity was richly presented
with discussion related to the relationships estab-
lished between coworkers and the individuals with
disabilities, specifically in the number of nonwork
social activities which increased over time. Again,
the use of a control or comparison group would
have made these findings even more compelling
but the upside of social integration spillover effects
due to competitive employment cannot be mini-
mized. This was probably one of the most positive
findings in this study.

In sum, the following comments made by Brown et al.
(2006) left me with the greatest impact:

The segregationists who opposed allowing oppor-
tunities for integrated vocational functioning in the
1970’s and 1980’s and predicted failure and harm
were wrong. Those who oppose integration today
are even more wrong because we now have an
increasing body of evidence that, given authentic
instruction and reasonable long-term and personal-
ized support, individuals with significant disabilities
can function successfully and safely in integrated
vocational settings over long periods (pp. 93Y121).

This statement captures ideologically where advocates
and professionals alike need to move toward. We are
in the 21st millennium, we have numerous laws passed
and research conducted which strongly affirms the
right and capacity of persons with significant disabilities
towork in the nations labor force. There is no reasonwhy
individuals with significant disabilities should not con-
tribute to the nation’s productivity and gross national
product. There is no reason to exclude these persons
from the opportunity to participate in the American
dream of greater wealth and economic independence
because of a label of severe disability. Hence, the
question is, What will it take to make the work of
Brown et al. (2006) the national norm and advance
competitive employment with this as our base standard?
Below we describe several philosophies, practice, and
policies that we think would make a difference.

Policies and Practices for Promoting
Integrated Employment

Competitive Employment First
A critical philosophy that needs to permeate all adult

service and secondary special education/transition pro-
grams requires attention to the following question: Is
competitive employment the first choice for persons
with significant disabilities? Are service providers and
teachers promoting competitive employment first as op-
posed to segregated placements? Are families encour-
aging persons with disabilities to try real work for real
pay first?
We have written directly to the importance of this

philosophy before (Wehman, Revell, & Brooke, 2003)
and have identified quality indicators which need to be
in place for integrated employment programs to be
viewed as high quality. These include variables such as
number of hours worked, direct hire by business, level of
integration, employer support, and so forth. However,
the key takeaway here is, Are all persons with dis-
abilities, even those with the most significant disabilities,
considering integrated, competitive employment as the
first work option or are segregated placements seen as
the inevitable prelude? The concept of prevocational
training, long-term segregated placement in the name of
skill preparation simply does not hold up, especially in
light of the large numbers of rapid placement studies
presented by Drake and Bond and their colleagues
(Bond, 2004; Drake et al., 1999; Drake, Becker, Biesanz,
Wyzik, & Torry, 1996).

The Subminimum Wage
Consistent with this philosophy, we have to ask how

the United States government can in good conscious
promote the civil rights of equal employment opportu-
nity for all in laws such as the Americans With Dis-
abilities Act (PL-1990) and at the same time maintain
legislation that allows for subminimum wage payments
to workers with disabilities. The Fair Labor Standards
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Amendments (FLSA) of 1986 (Pub. L. 99-486, 100 Stat.
1229) revised The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 (29
U.S.C. 201) and permits the employment of individuals
with disabilities at special wage rates. Individuals work-
ing receiving subminimum wages do so under a Special
Minimum Wage program established under Section
14(c) of the FLSA, 29 U.S.C. 214(c).
Although the FLSA specifies that an individual whose

earning or productive capacity is not impaired cannot be
employed under a certificate, there is no time limit
regarding how long individuals with disabilities whose
productive capacity is impaired can work earning sub-
minimum wages. Large numbers of workers with dis-
abilities remain employed in sheltered workshops. In
one recent survey of 14 (c) providers, approximately
74% of the individuals receiving facility-based services
were earning less than minimum wages (Wehman et al.,
2006). Although 14 (c) providers must continue to verify
that these workers’ earning or productive capacity is
impaired, there exists no urgency to remove individuals
with disabilities from these segregated programs. This is
although many of them could be employed successfully
with supports in integrated employment earning at least
minimum wages.1

We recommend that the Special Wage Certificate
Program be phased out. To terminate this law immedi-
ately would harm many programs and the individuals
with disabilities working within these centers. Hence,
there is a need for a 5-year phase down. The phasing out
or Bsunsetting[ of this law would encourage the end of
day program segregation, as it exists today. This is one
definitive way to end the discrimination and facility-
based segregation of persons with disabilities that the
federal government has in its hand to accomplish.
Murphy and Rogan (1995) have written eloquently on
BClosing the Shop.[ Lawhead (2005) has also recently
testified in Congress to close segregated programs.

A Reexamination of 1619 (b)VSSI Program
We believe that the SSI Cash benefit program is the

800-pound gorilla that is sitting on top of individuals
with disabilities who have work potential and capacity.
Clearly, the Brown et al. (2006) data would seem to infer
the same. People work for 20 years and never exceed an
average of 20 hour per weekly and choose to volunteer
instead. The cash benefit program has the advantage of
providing a safety net of dollars each month contingent
on Continuing Disability Review. For informed individ-
uals with a disability who know how to take advantage
of the work incentives that are available from SSA, they
will be able to keep their cash benefits. Yet, this program
works at direct cross purposes for encouraging people to
seek and retain employment. The problem is simple:

millions of people do not use these incentives, they do
not trust them and find them too complicated despite
tremendous outreach and training efforts by the Social
Security Administration. The entire program would
tremendously benefit with simplification.
We think examining how the Old Age Survivors

Insurance (OASI) program treats earned income would
also have merit for individuals with disabilities. For
example, those who are enrolled in OASI receive a
monthly check from SSA based upon their previous
earning history, once they turn 62 or 65 years old. Once
they reach what is called their Bnormal retirement age[
(SSA.gov., 2006), they are then able to earn whatever
level they wish with no reduction in benefit. We think
applying this same policy for those with disabilities who
are competitively employed to earn whatever they can
as well as receiving a legally entitled social security
check would be a valuable alternative to consider, es-
pecially for young adults. Certainly, having a policy like
this for younger people between 18 and 35 would allow
the establishment of a work ethic and enough income to
become more independent. At a specified age, this
safety net would be faded out.
The thinking behind such a policy would go like this:

More than 99% of all persons on SSI never come off the
rolls once they are determined disabled by SSA (Gerry,
2006, March 25th, Ticket to Work Subcommittee).
Therefore, why not let them keep their cash benefit as
an incentive for them to earn much more, get out of
poverty and increase the government’s ability to collect
more taxes from these collective earnings? When taken
in concert with the fading out of the subminimum wage
arrangements and maintaining the cash benefit, there
would emerge a significant incentive to expand into
long-term meaningful employment. These individuals
would also be allowed to keep their Medicaid health
benefit but would be expected to communicate annually
with SSA as to their level of W-2 earnings. The federal
ceiling on asset accumulation, which currently allows for
not more than $2,000 total, would be lifted so these
workers would be able to significantly expand their level
of wealth.

The Need for Employment Before Graduation
It is increasingly clear to those who are committed to

helping persons with significant disabilities enter the
nation’s labor force that paid employment before exiting
school is imperative. We made this point several years
ago (Wehman, 2002) and Rusch and Braddock (2004)
have also eloquently addressed this need.

We propose that all students with a disability must
have an Individualized Program of Employment
(IPE) or an Individualized Program of Postsecond-
ary Education (IPPE) completed in their 18th year.
A nation-wideWeb-based system that promotes the
coordination of integration employment at the local

1We are indebted to Dr. Katherine Inge for her insights and
assistance on this section.
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level must be established. Virtually every commu-
nity in America has access to vocational rehabili-
tation, and all students with disabilities are eligible
for Social Security benefits. It is time to move
forward with efforts that coordinate these programs
and the myriad adolescent- and adult-related social
services that exist to support housing, income
support, and workforce investments. High schools
cannot be expected to provide the entire financial
support needed to meet this first recommendation;
partnerships with the Social Security Administra-
tion, state vocational rehabilitation, and state MR/
DD programs must be made (Rusch & Braddock,
2004, p. 241).

Although this recommendation may not be possible
to easily get into legislation given the heavily local
nature of public school districts, the point is well made.
Students who leave high school with real employment
for real pay have a work history that can be built upon
and stretched into a career. With the recent important
access that students with intellectual disabilities will
have to federal workYstudy funds through the new
Higher Education Act (2006), the door is open more
than ever for these young people to work and go to
college like their nondisabled peers to all over America
(Getzel & Wehman, 2005).
The infusion of real employment outcomes into each

student’s IEP will become an essential standard for the
development of a work ethic, a work history, and the
establishment of the self-esteem so necessary for up-
ward career mobility. Segregated placement must not be
considered a viable option; integrated employment must
be the first choice. And if the asset accumulation limits
and ease of access to SSI cash benefits are allowed, then
students will be able to earn as much as they want,
perhaps beginning to have a real chance to move out of
poverty as they grow older. Clearly, the Brown et al.
(2006) data suggest that early real work placement is a
positive predictor of long-term employment.
In sum, as a field of advocates, service providers, pro-

fessors, teachers, and family members, we must collec-
tively ask once and for all, What will it take to put
research and demonstration as described in the Brown
et al. (2006) paper, as well as others, into daily practice?
Those of us who have watched the evolution of knowl-
edge over 20 years must push on to integrate this
knowledge into practice. Those whomake policy like the
courageous officials in Dane County, Wisconsin, must
find the heart and soul to write for that Medicaid waiver
in a more aggressive fashion. Those who have family
members who are in the schools must stand up for
competitive employment first. If we who know better do
not stand up for this now, who will? The challenge is
greater than ever but the base of knowledge is also
deeper and more extensive as well. There are no more
excuses. The time is now.
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