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Expanding the Horizons of Employment Options for West Virginians 

with Disabilities 
 

Vision:  The employment rate for people with disabilities will be equal to or 
exceed the employment rate of all citizens. 
Goal: To increase and expand the number and variety of employment 
options for people with disabilities in West Virginia. 
 
Background 
West Virginia:  
 In 2003, there were 219,730 people with a disability living in West 
Virginia according to the U.S. Census.  The 2002 Census found that over 
89% of West Virginians with disabilities are unemployed.  There are 
currently 30 state use sheltered workshops in our state that employed 827 
individuals with disabilities last year according to the West Virginia 
Association of Rehabilitation Facilities (WVARF).  Individuals using this 
employment option can be underemployed, receive less than minimum wage 
or work at “piece” rate, meaning they are paid according to the number of 
completed items.   
 A positive step toward assisting citizens with disabilities to seek and 
retain gainful employment is the M-WIN program, a Medicaid buy in 
program.  As of June, 2005 144 participants were enrolled in Medicaid buy 
in.  The M-WIN program allows participants to use personal care in the 
workplace, for work-related activities such as the purchase of clothing and 
other related items and for the job search and interview process. Participants 
who become employed can continue to receive Medicaid for a monthly fee 
based on their income.   
 The Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS) provides vocational 
rehabilitation services.  In 2004, DRS provided vocational rehabilitation 
services to 14,965 people with disabilities. [3] It established an attendant 
care option for individuals who are employed in 1994.   Only 22 participants 
are enrolled in this program. They can receive up to 25 hours per week of 
attendant services for the workplace.  The DRS program follows a self-
directed model; the activities carried out by the assistant are determined by 
an agreement between the personal assistant and the individual. Participants 
in the program are responsible for managing their own services and the 



payment of all taxes for their personal attendants. The number of hours an 
individual can receive is determined by an independent assessment, which is 
conducted by Centers for Independent Living throughout West Virginia.   
 There are other programs in the state that offer employment assistance 
to persons with disabilities.  The primary vehicle for workforce services in 
the state are WORKFORCE West Virginia Career Centers, a system of One-
Stop centers located throughout the state.  These centers are in the process of 
being made accessible and staff was trained to support individuals with 
disabilities in locating employment and developing employment plans. The 
Office of Behavioral Health & Health Facilities (OBHS) also gives $1.2 
million for supported employment programs in West Virginia.  The ARC of 
Harrison County is one of the employment programs that receive OBHS 
funds.  The ARC provides pre-vocational screening, proper job matching, 
post placement, on sight or job coaching and follow along services to 
persons with disabilities who live in Harrison County.  
 
Employment in Other States 
 Other states such as Maryland and New Hampshire are implementing 
innovative strategies for community employment for persons with 
developmental disabilities.  In 2003, Maryland implemented a fiscal 
incentive program designed to encourage individualized, integrated 
employment. The system pays an incentive payment to a community 
supported employment provider for assisting an individual to find and 
maintain a job for six months. To be eligible to receive an incentive 
payment, providers must meet several criteria; among them, the individual 
must choose their job, be satisfied with their job, and be paid directly by the 
employer. Implemented despite budget reductions, this initiative affirms 
Maryland's commitment to improving employment outcomes (ICI). [1] 
 Between 1988 and 2001, New Hampshire's Division of 
Developmental Services transformed the state's day and employment 
services from a facility-based model, with 61% of individuals supported in 
sheltered workshops or facility-based day habilitation programs, to an 
inclusion model that supports 94% of its individuals in the community. 
Fifty-four percent of the individuals served work for at least part of their 
week in integrated employment. Two things are striking. First, stakeholders 
in the state are firm about their commitment to the broad value of 
community inclusion, with employment as a principal vehicle for achieving 
that goal. Second, stakeholders are clear that much remains to be done, 
including expressing concerns about both individuals who are not currently 
working and the quality of the outcomes for individuals who are working.[2] 



  
 
New Hampshire credits its success in employment services to several 
factors: 

• A focus on values change more than structural change 
• Elimination of facility-based services 
• Broad emphasis on self-determination 

 
 
The Real Choice Consumer Work Group has developed the following 
objectives and strategies to enhance gainful employment and sheltered 
employment in our state. 
 
Community Employment 
 
Objective:  Develop opportunities for individuals to earn a living wage 
while maintaining their Medicaid benefits. 
 
Strategies: 
 1.  Expand the income limits for the M-WIN program to up  
      to $44,000 to allow individuals to have a wage comparable to  
               inflation and allows them to maintain their Medicaid benefits. 
 
 2.  Educate individuals with disabilities about their rights in the     
               work place to ensure that they do not accept employment that is     
               below minimum wage. 
  
 3.  Educate consumers about self-employment options and asset  
      management.  Federal regulations are too punitive. 
 
 4. Continue to inform communities about supports available within         
               existing One Stop Shops to support individuals in locating and    
               developing options for gainful employment and use employment  
      programs such as the ARC of Harrison County as successful    
      models. 
 

5.  Encourage the development of non traditional job coaches and 
apprenticeships through developing relationships between 
individuals with disabilities and businessmen/employers in their 



community.  This could be accomplished through Chambers of 
Commerce and other civic organizations 

 
6. Expand the DRS attendant care program to allow more individuals 

to use these supports.  This program also needs to be made 
available to individuals who are currently pursuing higher 
education and are enrolled in other training programs. 

 
7. Work with the West Virginia Human Rights Commission to 

develop easy to read materials regarding employment rights for 
individuals with disabilities who are currently in the workplace. 

 
8.  Study other state models to see if they can be used in  
     West Virginia. 
 
9. Expand the Department of Rehabilitation Services (DRS) program  
     to allow personal assistance services in the workplace. 
 
10.   Increase the asset limits to $25,000 - $30,000 to allow savings for   
       retirement, transportation, and other expenses and keep Medicaid     
       benefits. 
 
11.  Develop an asset management training and development program.  
 
 

Sheltered Employment 
 
Objective:  To convert sheltered workshops into career centers to enhance 
employment. 
 
Strategies: 
 1.  Develop employee councils within sheltered workshops to 
 ensure that the rights of employees are respected. 
 

2. Assist individuals to develop a wide diversity of employment 
options that will lead to desired employment within the 
community.  

 



3. Encourage all sheltered workshops to adopt policies and a model 
that would allow participants to receive no less than minimum 
wage pay. 

 
4. Develop programs that would move toward career training. 

 
5. Educate the public and employers about employment 

accommodations. 
 

6. Encourage and direct state and local government and the private 
sector to provide work sourcing to workshops and career centers 
which will allow minimum wage while in training or job 
placement. 

 
Summary: 
Far too often individuals with disabilities are offered only a few 
employment options without a chance to learn new skills, move up or 
explore a wide range of jobs or self-employment opportunities.  The 
recommendations in this position paper could allow West Virginians 
with disabilities to be full and equal participants in the employment 
arena. 
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