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Opening: Thought Activity 

Please think about the following questions:

•What do you think employment for People with 

Disabilities mean to you? 

•What are two new opportunities in the Employment First 

Policy for people with disabilities? 



Quick Poll

What do you think the labor force participation is for 

people with disabilities vs. people without?  

Correct Answers are: A. 20.4 % and 68.3 %

Without

A: 68.3 %  

B: 59.3 %  

C: 72.1 %  

D: 65.5 %  

With

A: 20.4 %  

B: 12.8 %  

C: 45.3 %  

D: 68.2 %  



Background and Goals

Research
• Methodology
• Findings 
• Comparisons
• Recent legislation and impact 

Research/Conclusions

Questions and Answers

Overview 



Who am I?

 Bachelor of Arts Hofstra 
University 

 White House and Other 
Interrnships

 Career goal: Advocacy for 
people with disabilities

 Spent 4 years in job search

People would describe me 

as….. 

highly motivated, inspiring, 

dedicated









Adult Vocational Rehabilitation Services

Employment 

Counselor



Adult Vocational Rehabilitation Services

Employment 

Counselor



Adult Vocational Rehabilitation Services

Employment 

Counselor





Sheltered workshops and unemployment are 

not the only choices….

OR



Cost Comparison of Sheltered vs 

Supportive Employment

Sheltered         

Employment Costs
Supported 

Employment CostsSource: Dr. Robert Evert 
Cimera Kent State 
University in 2014



Many PWD who want to work 

are not

Percentage of 

People with Disabilities 

who want to work

Actual Percentage of 

People with Disabilities 

who work

(68.4%)

Source: Bureau of 

labor Statistics 2014



If I had Employment First….

 Not offered sheltered work shop

 Not offered greeter job

 VR would be motivated to help find competitive 

employment

 VR would coordinate with other state agencies

 Less frustration

 Network contacts would be motivated to help 

find competitive employment

 Goal would have been attained sooner



What Employment First offers

 Job Seekers will have options including 
competitive work.

 Employment First policy can change the way 
people think about employment for People with 
Disabilities 



High Unemployment for PWD Led to 
My Research

• Interviewed 34 People

 PWD

 Parents of PWD

 Employment Professionals

• Low Expectations about Employment for PWD 
was a common Theme

• How do You Define Employment for PWD?



Activity

What percentage of People with Disabilities want to work?

A) 1-10%

B) 11-25%

C) 26-40%

D) 41-55%

E) 56-70%

F) More than 70%

The correct answer is: F



Barriers to Employment from Employment 

Professionals 

 Low Expectations (biggest barrier!)

 Learning Environments 

 Transportation, Education, 

and Benefits



Benefits Quote from a

Person with a Disability   

 I have received several raises but 

had to change work class so as not to 

be in danger of losing benefits.



Education Quote from a Parent

“The educational system did a poor job in preparing 

both parents and child to think about employment.  In 

school things were easy but no one prepared them for 

the private sector or how our son would be accepted in 

employment.  Our son did well in college and had 

opportunities to do internships and build a resume.  

Employers were not accepting of people with 

disabilities and the education system did not prepare us 

for that.”



Education Quote from an Employment 

Professional 

 “Help students first of all get exposed to 
a variety of different things so they can 
develop what their interests are. Help 
them focus on what their strengths are 
and get folks connected at a younger 
age to real employment opportunities 
and experiences.”



Transportation Quote from an Employment 

Professional

• Transportation is not a disability 

issue; it’s a poverty issue. If you don’t 

own the means to transportation, you 

rely on public transportation or you 

have to live close to where you work. 

Oftentimes PWD, particularly those 

“in the system”, such as group 

homes, don’t pick where they live.



Strategies

 So what does all this mean for PWD and employment?

 When asked about overcoming these barriers, individuals with 

disabilities who were interviewed listed a variety of strategies they 

personally used to overcome these barriers.  

 Strategies included:  

 Staying Positive

 Working twice as hard as anyone else to prove themselves.

 Education

 Networking

 Volunteering

 Job coaches



Employment First and Its Affects

 Lets take a look at what I just shared with you and how it 

would have been different if Employment First was 

policy back then



Some Facts About Olmstead and Employment 

First

 In 1999, there was a Supreme Court ruling making it 

illegal for people with disabilities to be segregated in 

institutions away from the rest of society.

 Since people with disabilities are now able to participate 

in society, they should be able to be employed in a job 

that they choose.

 In 2014 Minnesota adopted an Employment First policy 



Some Facts About Olmstead and Employment 

First Continued

 Employment First is often misunderstood in Minnesota,  

and might be in other states as well. Therefore, this 

policy is controversial. People think Employment First is 

not about closing sheltered workshops when in reality it 

states the following: “Employment First means raising 

the expectation that all working age Minnesotans with 

disabilities can work, want to work, and can achieve 

competitive integrated employment; and each person 

will be offered the opportunity to work and earn a 

competitive wage before being offered other supports 

and services.”



Myths & Realities:  

About Olmstead and Employment First (In 

Minnesota)

 The Olmstead Plan and the Employment First Policy is 

closing down my son or daughter’s day provider.

False

• Neither the Olmstead Plan nor Employment First 

Policy specify the number of hours, wages, and 

benefits that people with disabilities are required to 

earn. In fact, there are no requirements on people with 

disabilities.

True



Myths & Realities:

About Olmstead and Employment First cont.

 The Olmstead Plan and Employment First Policy force 

my son or daughter to work in the regular workforce, 

rather than providing a choice.

False

 Neither the Olmstead Plan nor the Employment First 

Policy state that people with disabilities will be moved off 

public benefits or out of services. In fact, they ensure that 

people understand the financial and other benefits of 

working and the work incentives that protect public 

benefits so that people with disabilities can choose to 

work without losing the financial support and insurance 

they need.

True



Myths & Realities:

About Olmstead and Employment First (in 

Minnesota) cont.
 The Olmstead Plan and Employment First Policy require 

my son or daughter to work in community settings where 

they may not be safe.

False

 Most people with disabilities cannot work in the 

regular workforce.

False



Map of Employment First

 http://rtc.umn.edu/prb/214/

http://rtc.umn.edu/prb/214/


Employment First and Jeffrey

 If Employment First was policy back when I was looking 

for a job, I think I would have obtained a meaningful job 

sooner because job counselors would have had no 

choice but to think outside of the box.



 I was under the misconception that everybody 

understood me.

 After several interviews with no offers, I realized my 

speech was getting in the way more than my wheelchair.

 Ironically, VR suggested that I become a greeter.  This 

job is where speech is the primary duty talking.

 If I changed my thought process, I would have sought 

out a speech device earlier.  

 Less frustration

 Goal would have been attained sooner

My speech impediment affected me finding 

gainful employment in the following ways:  



Raising expectations is key

 People with disabilities need as much encouragement 

as possible to obtain their goals despite their disability.

 Staff attitudes can have a profound impact on how youth 

with disabilities see themselves. 

Expect more! 



Striking a balance

Self 
awareness

Self 
acceptance



Building supports for success  

 Guidance counselors, educators, and family members  

need to be educated about which services can support 

educational and employment success.  

 In college, I received the following services: 

 Note takers, 

 Untimed tests,  

 Student PCA’s to help write, type, tutor, and perform 

personal cares  

 These PCA’s were peers.  As a result, my social life 

increased. Move classes, if necessary, to make them 

accessible.



SUMMARY

 In 2016, the fact that people have these low expectations 

of people with disabilities bothers me, and it should bother 

everybody in this room.  How many people in this room 

work? How many people have friends at work?  Now 

imagine if you did not work.  Where would you find 

friends?  Human interaction is a basic need for everybody.

 All of the professionals interviewed agreed that instilling 

the expectation that people with disabilities should work—

both in the schools  and in families of individuals with 

disabilities -- was the biggest thing that could and should 

be done to better prepare folks for employment.



Conclusion

 Not everyone agrees with what the Employment First 

Policy says.

 Unfortunately, many PWD and their families are 

uneducated about the Employment First Policy.



How do we change these perceptions?

 We don’t need more resources. The resources are there.

 We need to find a better way to connect people to the resources by 

making the system easier for PWD to navigate

 We need to educate people about the new Employment First policy 

 PWD already have the cards stacked against them and are easily 

discouraged by a complicated system.



Customized employment works



People with disabilities

should never give up.



Rather than stopping at “No”, people 

with disabilities should begin at “No.”



Always focus on your

gifts and talents.



Inspirational Quote 

“Vision without action is just 
daydreaming.  Action without vision is 
merely biding time. But vision plus 
action can change the world!”

Joel A. Barker, Futurist



How is your vision and action going to increase the 

employment rate for people with disabilities in your 

own profession based upon what I just shared with 

you?

 Let’s discuss the possibilities for the next 10 minutes. 

If we all take ownership of just one goal, objective or 

action, a higher employment rate for People with 

Disabilities will soon be a reality. 
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