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Abstract 
Our purpose in this study is to describe the circumstances and views of 16 individuals 8 years after 
their participation in one agency's conversion from a sheltered workshop to an exclusively com­
munity employment service. Individual interviews were conducted to examine participants' present 
employment circumstances and their perspectives on the agency changes and on their current life 
situations. Participant reactions varied. Most individuals, although describing the conversion as 
initially anxiety-provoking, attributed to it many long-term benefits. Some reported disappointing 
and painful experiences manifested by prolonged service delays, a return to a segregated facility, or 
their rejection of any community employment. Findings were analyzed with regard to previous 
research and implications suggested for policy, systems, and practice changes. 

Having been established as an effective em­
ployment alternative to segregated day programs 
and sheltered workshops, supported employment 
has enjoyed an impressive level of growth. Since 
1986, when it was legally instituted as a formal 
state-federal vocational rehabilitation service, sup­
ported employment has grown 10-fold (Kregel &. 
Wehman, 1997; McGaughey, Kiernan, McNally, 
Gilmore, & Keith, 1994). Most recent estimates in­
dicate that about 150,000 people are receiving sup­
ported work services (Wehman, West, & Kregel, 
1999). 

Supported employment programs also have re­
ported impressive successes. Compared with shel­
tered work, supported work has been associated 
with heightened earnings, social integration, job 
satisfaction, positive employer reactions, and re­
duced federal assistance (Hernandez, Keys, &. Bal-
cazar, 2000; Kregel & Wehman, 1997; Mank, 1994; 
McGaughey, Kiernan, McNally, Gilmore, & Keith, 
1995; Noble & Conley, 1987; Schalock &. Kiernan, 
1997; Thompson, Powers, & Houchard, 1992). In 
addition, supported work has been found to be more 
beneficial than center-based programs for people 
with significant and multiple disabilities (Reid, 
Green, &. Parsons, 1998). 

Although expanding dramatically and demon­
strating impressive results, supported employment 
has failed to generate widespread enthusiasm for 
complete agency changeover to integrated work 
(Kregel & Wehman, 1997; Mank, 1994; Mc-
Gaughey, Kiernan, McNally, & Gillmore, 1993, 
1994; Wehman & Kregel, 1995). Despite numerous 
reports of successful agency conversions (Albin, 
Rhodes, & Mank, 1994; Beare, Severson, Lynch, &. 
Schneider, 1992; Butterworth &. Fesko, 1998; 
Campbell, 1988; Fesko & Butterworth, 1999; Hag-
ner & Murphy, 1989; Murphy & Rogan, 1995; Ro­
gan, Rinne, & Charleston, 1999; Walker, 2000a), 
less than 10% of adult day programs across the 
country have reported reductions in center-based 
programs and a realignment of resources toward 
community employment (Kregel &. Wehman, 1997; 
McGaughey et al., 1994). Apparently, the success 
of supported employment has led to a dual-tracked 
vocational rehabilitation system that reflects ex­
panding integrated and sheltered components as 
well as a strong, stable segregated service system 
(Gilmore, Schalock, Kiernan, & Butterworth, 1997; 
McGaughey et al., 1994, 1995). 

Numerous reasons have been proposed for the 
low conversion rate, including lack of leadership, 

30 ©American Association on Mental Retardation 



MENTAL RETARDATION VOLUME 40, NUMBER 1: 30-40 | FEBRUARY 2002 

Workshop conversion 

inadequate management, governmental and fund­
ing disincentives, negative constituent attitudes, 
transportation problems, inconsistent regulations, 
and lack of staff training (Albin et al., 1994; Griffin 
&. Carol, 1997; Mank, 1997; McGaughey, 1995; 
Murphy & Rogan, 1995; Rogan & Held, 1999; 
Wehman & Kregel, 1995). However, despite the 
growing literature around agency changeover, very 
little information exists on the long-term effects of 
conversion or how those who actually experienced 
the process view it years later. Such information 
seems critical at a time when community employ­
ment has been declared a national priority (Butter-
worth & Gilmore, 2000), and people with disabil­
ities continue to report clear preferences for com­
munity work (Harris, 1994). Yet, employment rates 
for people with disabilities remain abysmally low 
(Bruyere, 2000); systemic remedies to address this 
problem have been slow, fragmented, and inconsis­
tent (Kiernan, Schalock, Butterworth, & Mank, 
1997); and skepticism continues regarding the via­
bility of a truly inclusive national employment pol­
icy (Black, 1992; Rosen, Bussone, Dakunchak, & 
Cramp, 1993). 

Method 

Participants and Setting 
Beginning in January 1988, Salt City, Inc. un­

derwent a complete change of administration, ac­
companied by an organizational commitment to 
convert its sheltered workshop to a community em­
ployment service, to find everyone in the facility an 
individual community job, and eventually to close 
the workshop. Meetings were held with all work­
shop staff and participants to describe the changes; 
explain what they would mean for everyone in 
terms of agency focus, services, training, and out­
comes; and to answer any questions about the work­
shop, the future of the agency, and the options 
available to staff and workshop participants. 

Prior to January 1988, the agency was called 
the Salt City Center and served as an umbrella 
agency for people described in the agency's bro­
chure as "blind or visually impaired and multiply 
handicapped." People enrolled at Salt City not only 
worked in the agency's sheltered workshop but lived 
in its nearby group home or in one of various agen­
cy-selected housing situations, such as supervised 
room and board or adult foster care. 

Immediately following the agency's stated in­
tention to change, new staff members were hired, 
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employees were retrained, and interested workshop 
participants were assisted in finding competitive 
jobs of their choice. By May of 1990, everyone who 
had worked at the facility had an opportunity to 
obtain community employment or was assisted in 
finding a sheltered setting, and the workshop was 
closed. On average, participants in the present 
study were approximately 37 years old and had been 
enrolled at Salt City for an average of about 7 years. 
All interviewees were diagnosed as being either 
blind or visually impaired and sometimes had mul­
tiple classifications. Four individuals had three or 
more diagnoses. Fourteen individuals were classified 
with various developmental disabilities: 9 were di­
agnosed with mental retardation, 5 with cerebral 
palsy, and 3 had seizure disorders. Three individuals 
were classified with psychiatric disorders, and 3 were 
diagnosed as deaf. In terms of our findings in this 
study, however, there appeared to be no relationship 
between disability categories and reported experi­
ences or outcomes. 

Data Collection 
Interviewees were contacted by phone or letter, 

informed of the nature and purpose of the study, 
and asked to participate. Of the 21 individuals in 
the initial Salt City project, 16 were located and 
agreed to be interviewed. Of the 5 people who did 
not participate, 2 moved to another part of the 
state, 1 had no known address or phone number, 1 
did not respond to researchers' correspondence, and 
1 had died. 

Over a 10-month period, participants were in­
terviewed in their places of work or residences by 
doctoral students in rehabilitation counseling who 
had received advanced training in qualitative re­
search and were not involved in the initial Salt 
City conversion project. Interviews were semi-struc­
tured, open-ended, and between 45- and 120-min-
utes long, including second interviews that were 
conducted to obtain additional information. All in­
terviews were taperecorded and all audiotapes were 
transcribed verbatim for analysis. Each interview 
session began with a brief introduction of the re­
search; a discussion of confidentiality; and a request 
for written consent to participate in the study, have 
the session taperecorded, and the results published. 
All interviewees were asked a standard series of 
open-ended questions and clarifying and follow-up 
questions that varied from person to person. People 
were requested to trace their work, living, and social 
situations after the workshop changed until the pre-
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sent. They were also asked to describe (a) their spe­
cific reactions to Salt City's change from a sheltered 
workshop to an agency that only offered community 
jobs and had no workshop, (b) how the agency's 
changes had affected their lives at the time, and (c) 
how they viewed their current working and living 
situations, it these were related to Salt City's chang­
es. As people responded to these broad questions, 
interviewers asked follow-up questions and encour­
aged people to explain and expand on their an­
swers. Interviewers rephrased questions that people 
did not understand and inquired about details and 
emotions surrounding situations being described. In 
order to reduce our reliance on people's recollec­
tions, to gather supplemental interview data, and to 
obtain information that interviewees did not know 
or could not remember, we also interviewed staff 
members who had worked closely with them, knew 
them well, and had access to individual employ­
ment records. These interviews were used to verify 
details of people's work situations, such as when 
jobs began and ended, hours worked, and types of 
support provided. 

Data Analysis 
In order to verify the accuracy of the data, we 

conducted multiple, independent analyses of the in­
terviews (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Three of the au­
thors independently coded and analyzed all tran­
scripts using the constant-comparative method 
(Bogdan 6k Biklen, 1991; Glaser 6k Strauss, 1967). 
Researchers developed and continually identified 
emerging themes using analytic memos throughout 
data collection. The senior author then collated the 
research team's submissions into a written draft that 
was distributed to the team for additional analysis 
and revision. After further discussion, unanimous 
agreement was reached regarding the final themes, 
the representative quotes, and the final conclusions. 

Findings 
In this section findings are reported in terms of 

overall employment outcomes for all 16 interview­
ees, followed by the presentation of specific themes 
describing people's reactions to the work situations 
they experienced and to the agency changes asso­
ciated with those experiences. 

Overall Vocational Outcomes 
Focusing on an 8-year period beginning in Jan­

uary 1988, we asked participants to describe nu-
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merous and varied employment experiences after 
leaving the workshop. Of the 16 individuals, 15 
(93.7%) found at least one competitive job. The 
one person who left the project before finding a job 
has been included in all analyses. Eight years fol­
lowing the first placement, 7 individuals (43.8%) 
were still working in integrated employment. Three 
(18.7%) were unemployed and looking for another 
job. Four (25%) decided to return temporarily (n = 
1) or permanently (3) to a segregated day program, 
and 2 (12.5%) elected to remain home and not 
work or attend any facility. Combining those who 
entered segregated day programs with individuals 
who remained unemployed for any reason, the total 
percentage of participants not working in the com­
munity at the time of the study was 56%. 

Over the 8-year period, participants held an av­
erage of 2.5 jobs, with a range between 1 and 5 
positions. Although 13 of the 15 individuals who 
found jobs changed them at least once, 44% had 
community jobs after 8 years. As reflected in Table 
1, all participants earned more than minimum wage 
and reportedly far more than they had earned in 
the workshop. However, all were working less than 
full time. 

In the following section, people's responses to 
the changes they experienced are presented in 
terms of themes and subthemes that we developed 
from individual interviews. 

Initial Reactions to Leaving the Workshop 
Enthusiasm for change. Several people said that 

they had long desired to work competitively and 
welcomed the proposed workshop changes. Roger, 
a young man working in a university office, said: 

Let me tell you, 1 didn't care for (the workshop) at all. It didn't 
fit most people, but the staff acted like it did. I didn't like [what] 
1 was told to do there, but that was my only choice. 

Several people explained that the workshop was no 
longer stimulating and became an obstacle to their 
development. Jeff, a man who subsequently held 
five different community jobs, called the workshop 
"not that much of a challenge." This theme was 
reiterated by both Kathryn and Suzanne. Kathryn, 
a workshop participant for 12 years, said that she 
"no longer needed the workshop. . . [and] wanted 
to do other things." Suzanne, enrolled for 16 years 
in the workshop, described it as "a place for some­
thing to do, but I could do better." She went on to 
emphasize that "I want to change, run my own 
thing. . . . [Some] people don't want to change, just 
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Table 1 Employment Information on Working Participants 

Employment 
type/Name 

Competitive 

Deborah 

Joanne 

Joe 
Loretta 

Marilyn 

Ned 
Roger 

Sheltered 

Jill 
Monica 

Years 
employed 

7+ 

5 + 

.5 

1 + 

2 + 
7 + 

7 

3 + 

7 

Hourly wages 

8.25 
6.00 

5.25 

6.00 

4.35 
8.25 

6.00 

NAa 

NA 

Weekly hours 

20 
16.5 

20 

20 

10 

20 
18-20 

35 
35 

Type of support 

Natural 
Natural 

Natural 
Natural 

Agency plus natural 

Natural 

Natural 

Agency 

Agency 

No. of 
competitive 

jobs 

1 

2 

3 
3 

2 

1 

3 

3 

2 

aNot available. 

stay disabled. . . . Anything's better than working 
at the workshop." 

Initial fears about community work. Almost ev­
eryone expressed some initial fear about leaving the 
workshop, but most eventually favored the change. 
Joanne, a woman who was blind and used a wheel­
chair, recalled thinking: 

How the hell am I going to do this when I can't even go the 
bathroom by myself?' 1 was really worried. People from the com­
pany aren't going to want to help me. . . . [Agency staff] said 
we could get someone who could come in certain periods of time 
and help you into the bathroom. . . . So I said 'OK, fine.' 

Later, describing the changes, she termed them, 
"Amazing!. . . definitely for the better." 

Loretta remembered feeling apprehensive when 
first approached about community work: 

Oh, dear Jesus, help me. I am terribly shy. How could 1 do any­
thing like that. . . . 1 was a little bit scared because I saw myself 
doing jobs where I wouldn't last long; jobs that would be too 
physically demanding. . . . [Previous] staff warned me and warned 
me that with that attitude I wouldn't last very long in the com­
munity. 

Eventually, she became a booster for the workshop's 
changes, describing her life as "the best," and her 
job as a place where "I can make money, and 
friends." 

Continuing dislike for workshop changes. Some 
initial fears persisted. Marilyn said that she liked 
her job, but that she was unnerved by the agency 
changes: "I am frightened by change. . . . It makes 

me sad. . . . I don't like things to change. I miss 
[the agency]. I liked it there. I miss the people." 

Raymond initially desired to work in the com­
munity but found the changes very stressful: 

1 have blocked a lot of things out because of my being upset. 
When 1 was upset, my blood pressure went up. Like I said, 1 
couldn't handle it [change]. I couldn't sleep. . . . I think [agency] 
was good while it lasted. Like everything, you just have to move 
on and try to find your own way with help. 

Changes in Work Over Time 
Losing and leaving jobs. Of the 15 people who 

found community jobs, 13 (86.6%) changed jobs at 
one time or another. Three individuals left posi­
tions voluntarily, whereas the others were termi­
nated because of inadequate performance, lack of 
work, and/or company cutbacks. Most interviewees, 
despite disappointing job changes and losses, ex­
pressed firm determination to find another position. 
Roger described three jobs before finding the one 
he liked: 

I worked as a janitor. That wasn't for me. Then I was doing 
dishes. It wasn't what I liked. Then I worked at a supermarket, 
but cars in the parking lot were really an issue. . . . Then the 
day that I will always remember, August 21, 1989. That was the 
day a job was created for me at [a university office]. 1 couldn't 
imagine a better fit. 

Kathryn recalled feeling hurt and frustrated, 
pointing to a lack of staff support for her efforts. 
Despite her disappointment, she still desired com­
munity work. 
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The part that hurt me the most was that I was willing to put 
my best foot forward and. . . I couldn't get the funding that I 
needed. . . . There was a lot more that [agency staff) could have 
done. . . . It was just a total let down. . . . I miss it [working]. . 
. . 1 miss doing what 1 was trained to do, and that was advocacy. 
. . . 1 even said that I would do receptionist work if they would 
train me, and get the personal help that 1 would need. 

Jeff, who lost several jobs, tended to blame 
himself for his checkered work history but missed 
the increased pay that came with community em­
ployment: 

1 am not going to fault them [agency staff]. . . . Sometimes I 
would be staying up late at night and that catches up with you. 
. . . I don't always listen to the things I am told. I have to learn 
the hard way. People warned me about sleeping at work, but I 
didn't listen. . . . I liked the paycheck. . . . It was nice to put in 
the bank. 

Suzanne held and lost several community jobs 
and described compelling attempts to succeed and 
the supportive efforts of others to help her: 

1 knew what to do on the job. 1 just wasn't producing the way 
they wanted. And I loved my boss. . . . and everybody wanted 
me to stay, but I was messing up the company. . . . The manager 
even said he'd let me work Saturdays to catch up, but it never 
happened, catching a bus and all. I didn't make my quotas. . . . 
and they let me go. We were all so sad and frustrated. 

Despite such disappointing experiences, Kath-
ryn, Jeff, and Suzanne continued to pursue com­
munity employment. Suzanne related that "life in 
the community is most important for me," a senti­
ment shared by many others. In fact, of the 86% 
who changed jobs, 92% found at least one other 
community position. 

Rejecting community work. A total of 5 people 
rejected community work, 4 after leaving or losing 
a job, and 1 before finding an initial position. Three 
reentered a segregated workshop or day program, 
and 2 decided not to work at all. All cited various 
kinds of stress as major factors in their decision. 

Tina found work to be stressful and decided to 
live with her boyfriend and do things that made her 
life more meaningful: 

1 had an office job answering phones. That was hard because if 
the person on the other end was in a rotten mood, you just had 
to take it. . . . Then they said you're not doing well, you can't 
use your machinery, but we'll help you. I finally got the help. . . 
but 1 called [supervisor] and quit. . . . Having a job, you can't do 
this or that. . . . They pay. . . [you] less than a so called person 
without a handicap. It's not worth the stress. You have to do more 
with your life than answering someone else's phone. 

Although Lydia cited the combined stress of 
family problems and work as temporary problems 
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that caused her to leave her job, she described her 
life as good now and expressed no immediate in­
terest in returning to paid employment, "[room-
mate] and I get along good, I'm happy in my vol­
unteer work. Things are working out." 

Monica considered community work too spo­
radic and unsettling and returned to sheltered work 
after leaving a job she did not like: 

[The workshop] could be better. . . but it is steady work. . . . 
Things change a lot and fast. But 1 would rather work in the 
workshop. You know where you are going and what you are 
doing. 

Jill, after voluntarily leaving several community 
jobs, and having been laid off for lack of work from 
her final job, opted for sheltered work. Although 
she expressed mixed sentiments about her decision, 
she cited her continuing fears about having seizures 
at work, receiving insufficient coworker support, 
and being personally safe: 

I'd rather not even be there [in the workshop]. . . . 1 really wish 
I could do more in the community. . . . Not much money [in 
the workshop]. 1 had a hard time holding a community job. . . 
half because of my [seizures]. . . . Sometimes 1 had trouble with 
coworkers. . . [and] with mobility in a different place. 

Raymond said that he "gave up" after waiting 
too long for a community job that he felt that he 
could do. He later enrolled in a day program for 
older people. 

Long waiting periods for another chance. Some 
people who lost jobs often waited long periods for 
another opportunity. Of the 4 individuals seeking 
another job (including 1 who enrolled temporarily 
in a day program), 3 waited over 18 months for 
another chance. Kathryn waited more than 3 years 
and described the experience as so frustrating that 
she finally decided to enroll temporarily in an adult 
day program, noting, 

I was promised and promised and it [a job] did not come. 1 was 
hanging around until I went to adult day care. . . . I know it is 
not the best thing for me, but it is better than nothing. 1 am 
not going to hang around the house. 

In contrast to the people awaiting subsequent com­
munity jobs at home, those opting for segregated 
settings reported no delays, noting their ease of en­
try and stability. (See Table 2 for additional infor­
mation.) 

Likes and Dislikes About Community 
Employment 

Personal satisfaction with work. Thirteen of those 
interviewed were generally positive about the work-
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shop's changeover, saying that it allowed them to 
decide whether they wanted to work at all, to find 
preferable work, to earn more money, and to 
achieve more personal autonomy. Roger indicated 
that he relished both his freedom from the confines 
of the workshop and the opportunity to find the 
right job and do it the way he wanted: 

At [current job] . . . everybody is patient, not just with me but 
with each other. I'm mellow here. . . because I make the choices 
in how best to do my work. That never happened before, and 
it makes all the difference in the world. 

Roger also commented that his job led to other op­
portunities where he could make choices that he 
had wanted to make for years: 

Life has become so much better. I'm much more independent in 
ways that I want to be. . . . It's what I always kept asking for 
. . . but I'm not sure people heard me. . . . I'm hanging out with 
the people I want to after work and on the weekends. . . . and 
not just because they're in the same workshop. . . . Now I'm just 
my own self. 

Loretta had been in the workshop for almost 
12 years and survived a very chaotic housing situ­
ation for several years. Over the years she has held 
three jobs, and though working 20 hours per week 
in a telemarketing job that she has held for slightly 
over a year and calling it "the greatest change in 
my life," Loretta still is anxious about her future: 

If I lost it [my job], my life would be awful. . . . One of the 
things I really like best is that I made friends since I have been 
working there. . . . [My life] has changed a lot. . . . It's the best. 
. . . I have a job . . . where I make money . . . friends at work. 
. . . I dread thinking about the future. 

Joanne described personal triumphs she had 
not considered possible and alluded to past experi­
ences that may explain Loretta's continuing anxiety 
about the future: 

My life has changed, definitely, and for the better. . . . There 
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were two alternatives for me—the group home or a nursing 
home. . . . It took a lot of convincing [that I could work]. . . . 
The money is absolutely wonderful. 1 hold a credit card, and I 
am very pleased with myself. If they told me I was going to live 
in my own apartment and have my own personal care and I 
could live independently, I would have told them they were 
crazy. . . . When they actually took me to job sites, I went, 
'Wow!' And then I actually had my first job interview. Oh, my 
God, these people are actually listening to me. It was totally 
amazing. . . . You have to understand that people have been so 
disillusioned for so long and they have no confidence or trust in 
people, and probably no confidence in themselves. 

Specific work dissatisfactions. Not everyone was 
completely happy about their job. Some expressed 
a desire for more money and hours, more stimulat­
ing work, more time to socialize, and more predict­
ability. Despite liking her job and coworkers, Joan­
ne wished she could make more money, relating 
that "if it came down to more money, I would really 
have to consider another place [of employment]." 

Ned has worked at the same printing company 
for over 8 years, doing assembly jobs. Although he 
liked his job despite criticizing the workshop for 
"not paying enough," Ned also related an interest 
in more varied work: "I'm working a good job, but 
I want to do new kinds of jobs." 

Marilyn has packed bread at a nursing home 
for about 2 years and says she likes the job and the 
people she works with. However, she desired more 
work hours in order "to be out of the house more." 

Monica left a job she did not like and decided 
to return to a sheltered workshop because she be­
lieved community work was not sufficiently secure 
or predictable. She argued that "The workshop is 
steady, everyday, and supported employment always 
ends, and never lasts for a long time. Then you are 
left with nothing." 

Conclusions 

Interviewees held varied perspectives on Salt 
City's conversion. Consistent with previous studies 
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Current day activities 

Volunteers at human service organization 
Attends weekly support group 
Attends day treatment program 
Volunteers at advocacy organization 
Decided to remain at home 
Volunteers at a day program 
Decided to remain home 

Table 2 Information on Those Not Working 

Waiting for Years not No. of 
Name another job working jobs held 
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conducted over shorter time periods (Albin et al., 
1994; Butterworth &. Fesko, 1998; Fesko & Butter-
worth, 1999; Murphy & Rogan, 1995), most partic­
ipants associated the agency's changeover with 
long-term, personal benefits. Individuals pointed to 
community employment opportunities they had 
never considered possible, increased income, ex­
panded social relationships, and heightened control 
of decisions and activities. Some people, while re­
porting improved work and community circum­
stances, also expressed a desire for different, better 
jobs with improved income and hours. Many said 
that they initially feared the agency's changes, but 
that their fears subsided as they found competitive 
work. For some, anxieties persisted, and when cou­
pled with service delays and inadequacies, were de­
scribed as primary reasons for rejecting integrated 
work. 

When the conversion began, no one was em­
ployed in a community job. Eight years later, all but 
one interviewee had worked competitively, some for 
many years in the same job, and about 44% were 
still competitively employed. However, an equiva­
lent percentage had either returned to segregated 
settings (25%) or were enduring long waiting pe­
riods (18.7%). A few (12.3%) decided not to work 
anywhere. These figures were somewhat better than 
national percentages, where 33% of those leaving 
integrated employment found other community 
work, and 66% either returned to segregated facil­
ities or waited at home (McGaughey et al., 1994). 
Nevertheless, over 56% of Salt City participants 
were not working competitively, and community 
work was what they wanted and what Salt City had 
said it would provide. 

The results of this study should be interpreted 
cautiously, given the small sample and the possibil­
ity that the data-collection period was not repre­
sentative of people's postconversion work experi­
ences and outcomes. Also, although participants' 
accounts were supplemented by case records and 
staff reports, interview data were based primarily on 
people's recollections. 

Systemic Barriers to Full Conversion 
One might argue that the number of people not 

working in integrated jobs reflects the reality that 
some individuals need segregated settings. We be­
lieve, however, that these figures point out that 
people may end up in segregated settings, despite 
preferring and being capable of competitive work, 
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because of systemic obstacles as much as the rigors 
of community employment itself. 

Multiple, timely job opportunities. All but one 
person (who left prior to obtaining a job) were able 
to do community work for substantial periods, even 
individuals who eventually re-entered segregated 
programs. Some participants were terminated for 
poor performance in some jobs, but successfully per­
formed others. Several left jobs through no fault of 
their own. Only after experiencing what they de­
scribed as significant, demoralizing service obstacles 
did people reluctantly decide to enter sheltered set­
tings. 

Although Salt City participants widely pre­
ferred community employment, they had little or 
no competitive work experiences and often needed 
multiple job tries. Initially, the agency used its dem­
onstration grants and special arrangements with lo­
cal funding organizations to offer numerous job op­
portunities. This practice seemed helpful. Of those 
who initially found community work, slightly more 
than 86% changed jobs at least once, and 92% 
found at least one other community job. Also, of 
the 7 individuals who were still working competi­
tively, 5 had three or more job tries. Several of these 
individuals attributed their eventual employment 
success to the agency's support through numerous 
job losses and turbulent work periods. Unfortunate­
ly, when Salt City's grants and special relations end­
ed, funding decisions reverted to the state-federal 
system that favored new applicants and initial 
placements. These agencies rarely offered numerous 
and timely job opportunities, contributing to long 
and discouraging service delays. 

Integrated, interim supports. In addition to ser­
vice delays, people between jobs had no funded, 
integrated alternatives to support them while they 
waited. The lack of adequate federal and state sup­
port for people who lose or leave integrated work 
has been well-documented and presents a particular 
obstacle for converting agencies that must rely to­
tally on their own, inadequate resources to provide 
this support (Kiernan et al., 1997; Rogan et a l , 
1999). 

In contrast to those experiencing long service 
delays, frustrating work uncertainties, and lack of 
interim supports, people entering sheltered facilities 
reported no delays and described the ease of entry 
and predictability of sheltered work. Such contrasts 
reflect part of what Albin et al. (1994) termed 
"contradictory, conflicting and unfriendly" (p. 108) 
funding messages and regulatory policies that con-
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front agencies wishing to convert and illustrate a 
continuing lack of comparable support for integrat­
ed employment. Undoubtedly, this has contributed 
to the expansion of segregated workshops nation­
wide and the pervasive tendency of even converting 
agencies to retain their workshops (Beare et al., 
1992; Campbell, 1988; McGaughey et al., 1993; 
McGaughey et al., 1994; Wehman & Kregel 1995). 
Kiernan, Gilmore, and Butterworth (1997) have re­
ported that although 75% of the nation's rehabili­
tation providers offer both integrated and segregat­
ed services, only 20% of those being served received 
noncongregate integrated employment. Given such 
an imbalance, how can we be sure that whatever 
the demand for sheltered work, it is not emanating 
from the workshops' need for people. 

Volunteer, community placements have been 
proposed as viable safety nets for those who leave 
or lose jobs. They could prevent people from re­
turning to segregated settings, even temporarily, of­
fer preferred short- or long-term community activ­
ities, and facilitate total conversion. Funding for 
these placements remains sporadic, though Butter-
worth and Gilmore (2000) have found that some 
states have begun to offer such services. Reportedly, 
interim options that did not even exist 5 years ago 
now comprise about 16% of MR/DD funding in sev­
eral states. 

Using volunteer community placements has 
evident advantages but may also pose some dangers, 
such as becoming a rung on the continuum ladder, 
an acceptable place for long waiting periods, and/ 
or a permanent setting for those who want com­
munity work but are considered difficult to serve. 
In addition, relying too heavily on nonwork place­
ments may be begging the larger and more pressing 
challenge of providing timely services to those who 
lose work or want a better job. Unless more flexi­
bility is instilled in the vocational service system, 
and greater balance is struck between new appli­
cants and those who need additional vocational ser­
vices and supports, people will continue to languish 
in undesirable circumstances, whether these are 
termed integrated or segregated. This seems to be a 
particularly important long-term issue for converted 
agencies where waiting lists still exist for those be­
tween jobs and where increasing numbers of more 
experienced workers are seeking better jobs, hours, 
pay, and benefits (Kregel 6k Wehman, 1997; Sowers 
et a l , 2000). 
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Retaining the Shop 
Many Salt City participants said that they were 

initially fearful after learning of the agency's plan 
to change and to close its workshop. Retaining the 
workshop, even temporarily, might have prevented 
or reduced such anxieties and may have avoided 
roiling other agency stakeholders. In fact, previous 
studies have documented the frequent tendency of 
rehabilitation facilities to avoid, conceal, or delay 
workshop closure as they embark on agency change-
over (Beare et a l , 1992; Campbell, 1988; Mc­
Gaughey et al., 1994; Rogan et al., 1999; Wehman 
6k Kregel, 1995). 

Retaining the workshop may appear to have 
merit. However, given the well-documented histor­
ical failures of workshops to adequately prepare peo­
ple for community employment (Greenleigh Asso­
ciates, 1975; Whitehead, 1979), we wonder how 
continuing the workshop would adequately prepare 
people for what they said they preferred, namely, 
integrated work. Moreover, most participants re­
ported their anxiety as temporary and apparently 
not related to eventual community employment 
success or satisfaction. In fact, operating dual ser­
vices seems as likely to raise anxiety levels of both 
participants and agency staff by creating intraorgan-
izational competition and tensions, hindering com­
munity work efforts, compromising services, and de­
laying planned agency changes (Albin et al., 1994; 
Beare et al., 1992; Murphy 6k Rogan, 1995; Rogan 
et al., 1999). 

Although most Salt City participants discussed 
the agency's conversion primarily in terms of their 
supported employment experiences and outcomes, 
many indicated that the changeover held broader 
meaning, namely, enhanced freedom of choice and 
opportunity. Even individuals who had experienced 
very disappointing employment experiences could 
speak positively about the agency's conversion, par­
ticularly about the workshop's closure. Thus, al­
though initially feared, apparently the closure of the 
workshop eventually symbolized for many the real­
ity and finality of their changed circumstances. This 
is an interesting finding in light of the pervasive 
tendency of agencies to retain their workshops after 
adding integrated work. In this regard, we support 
the Rehabilitation Service Administration's recent 
restrictions on the use of sheltered placements as 
legitimate employment outcomes. Such a regulatory 
change is a welcome antidote to the accelerating 
resistance of workshop providers to changeover 
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(Mank, 1994, 1997; Weiner-Zivolich & Zivolich, 
1995) and to the inconsistent policies and practices 
that support such resistance (Albin et a l , 1994; 
Murphy & Rogan, 1995; Schalock & Kiernan, 
1997). 

Comprehensive System Changes 
Despite its successful and complete conversion, 

Salt City still determined major aspects of partici­
pant services. Moreover, several participants com­
plained about losing control of the services they 
wanted, resulting in discouraging service experienc­
es and outcomes and, sometimes, exclusion from 
community work. As numerous writers have noted, 
informed participant decision-making and service 
control are not assured by either agency conversion 
or supported community work (Hagner &. DiLeo, 
1993; Mank, 1997; Murphy, Rogan, & Fisher, 1996; 
Wehman & Kregel, 1995; West & Parent, 1992). 
This is an important point because agency conver­
sion has often been treated in the literature as a 
desired end in itself. 

Advocates for a national policy of inclusive 
employment have called for comprehensive voca­
tional systems change in which organizational 
change is synonymous with participant-controlled 
services and where meaningful reform does not de­
pend predominantly on voluntary agency change 
(Kiernan et a l , 1997; Mank, 1997; Wehman & 
Kregel, 1995; Weiner-Zivolich & Zivolich. 1995). 

Wider system change has been pursued under 
the banner of self-determination (Nerney & Shum-
way, 1996) and implemented through a series of na­
tional demonstration projects that have promoted 
a different service participant-provider relationship. 
Individuals are assisted to control their own servic­
es, use independent advisors, select their own pro­
viders, determine funding allocations, and assess 
cost efficiencies, satisfaction, and results (Callahan, 
1997; Walker, 2000b). These initiatives and related 
legislation, such as the Ticket to Work and Work 
Incentives Act of 1999, appear promising, and al­
though not devoid of potential pitfalls (O'Brien, 
2000), reflect a slow but inexorable movement to­
ward a consistent national policy of inclusive, self-
determined employment. Although full agency con­
version will play an integral role within this move­
ment, it can no longer be considered sufficient. Un­
less larger systemic changes ensure that agency 
conversion is synonymous with self-determined em­
ployment services and outcomes, participants, such 
as some at Salt City, likely will continue to report 
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widely disparate outcomes, and agency conversion 
will serve as a smokescreen for real reform. 

References 
Albin, ]. , Rhodes, L., & Mank, D. (1994). Realign­

ing organizational culture, resources, and com­
munity roles: Changeover to community em­
ployment. ]oumal of the Association for Persons 
with Severe Handicaps, 19, 105-115. 

Beare, P. L, Severson, S. ]., Lynch, E. C, &. 
Schneider, D. (1992). Small agency conversion 
to community-based employment: Overcoming 
the barriers. Journal for Persons with Severe 
Handicaps, 17, 170-178. 

Black, B. (1992). A kind word for sheltered em­
ployment. Psychosocial Rehabilitation Journal, 
15, 87-90. 

Bogdan, R. &. Biklen, S. (1991). Qualitative research 
for education. Boston: Allyn & Bacon 

Bruyere, S. (2000). Disability employment policies and 
practices in private and public sector organisations. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, School of In­
dustrial and Labor Relations Extension Divi­
sion, Employment and Disability. 

Butterworth, ]., & Fesko, S. (1998). Conversion to 
integrated employment: Case studies of organiza­
tional change. Boston: Institute for Community 
Inclusion, Children's Hospital. Buttetworth, ]. , 
&. Gilmore, D. (2000). Are we there yet: 
Trends in employment opportunities and sup­
ports. TASH Newsletter, 6/7, 5-7. 

Callahan, M. (1997). Advice and information: 
Helping people to become informed and to 
make effective decisions concerning employ­
ment. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Education, Rehabilitation Services Administra­
tion. 

Campbell, J. (1988). Rehabilitation facilities and 
community-based employment services. In P. 
Wehman & M. S. Moon (Eds.), Vocational re­
habilitation and supported employment (pp. 193-
202). Baltimore: Brookes. 

Fesko, S., & Butterworth, J. (1999). Conversion to 
integrated employment: Case studies of orga­
nizational change. Boston: Institute for Com­
munity Inclusion, Children's Hospital. 

Gilmore, D., Schalock, R., Kiernan, W., & Butter-
worth, ]. (1997). National comparisons and 
critical findings in integrated employment. In 
W Kiernan &. R. Schalock (Eds.), Integrated 
employment: Current status and future directions 

©American Association on Mental Retardation 



MENTAL RETARDATION 

Workshop conversion 

(pp. 49-66). Washington, DC: American As­
sociation on Mental Retardation. 

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of 
grounded theory. Chicago: Aldine. 

Greenleigh Associates. (1975). The role of the shel­
tered workshop in the rehabilitation of the se­
verely handicapped. Washington, DC: Depart­
ment of Health, Education and Welfare, Re­
habilitation Services Administration. 

Griffin, C, & Carol, K. (1997). Organizational 
change: Key to the future. In W. Kiernan 6k R. 
Schalock (Eds.), Integrated employment: Current 
status and future directions (pp. 121-131). Wash­
ington, DC: American Association on Mental 
Retardation. 

Hagner, D., & DiLeo, D. (1993). Working together: 
Workplace culture, supported employment, and 
persons with disabilities. Cambridge, MA: Brook-
line. 

Hagner, D., & Murphy, S. (1989). Closing the shop 
on sheltered work: Case studies of organization­
al change. ]oumal of Rehabilitation, 55, 68-74. 

Hernandez, B., Keys, C, 6k Balcazar, F. (2000). Em­
ployer attitudes toward workers with disabilities 
and their ADA employment rights: A review 
of the literature. Journal of Rehabilitation, 66, 4-
16. 

Kiernan, W., Gilmore, D., 6k Butterworth, J. 
(1997). Integrated employment: Evolution of 
national practices. In W Kiernan 6k R. Schal­
ock (Eds.), Integrated employment: Current status 
and future directions (pp. 17-30). Washington, 
DC: American Association on Mental Retar­
dation. 

Kiernan, W, Schalock, R., Butterworth, J., 6k 
Mank, D. (1997). The next steps. In W. Kier­
nan 6k R. Schalock (Eds.), Integrated employ­
ment: Current status and future directions (pp. 
133-144). Washington, DC: American Asso­
ciation on Mental Retardation. 

Kregel, J., 6k Wehman, R (1997). Supported em­
ployment: A decade of employment outcomes 
for individuals with significant disabilities. In 
W Kiernan 6k R. Schalock (Eds.), Integrated 
employment: Current status and future directions 
(pp. 133-144). Washington, DC: American 
Association on Mental Retardation. 

Lincoln, Y., 6k Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. 
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Mank, D. (1994). The underachievement of sup-
ported employment: A call for reinvestment. 
Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 5(2), 1-24-

©American Association on Mental Retardation 

VOLUME 40, NUMBER 1: 30-40 FEBRUARY 2002 

S. Murphy et al. 

Mank, D. (1997). Systems change strategies for in­
tegrated employment: A blueprint for the fu­
ture. In W. Kiernan 6k R. Schalock (Eds.), In­
tegrated employment: Current status and future di­
rections (pp. 107-120) . Washington, DC: 
American Association on Mental Retardation. 

McGaughey, M., Kiernan, W, McNally, L, 6k Gil-
more, D. (1993). National perspectives on in­
tegrated employment: State MR/DD agency 
trends. Boston: Institute for Community Inclu­
sion, Children's Hospital. 

McGaughey, M., Kiernan, W, McNally, L, Gil-
more, D., 6k Keith, G. (1994). Beyond the work-
shop: National perspectives on integrated employ­
ment. Boston: Institute for Community Inclu­
sion, Children's Hospital. 

McGaughey, M., Kiernan, W, McNally, L, Gil-
more, D., 6k Keith, G. (1995). Beyond the 
workshop: National trends in integrated and 
segregated day and employment services. Jour­
nal of the Association for Persons with Severe 
Handicaps, 20, 270-285. 

Murphy, S., 6k Rogan, R (1995). Closing the shop: 
Conversion from sheltered to integrated work. Bal­
timore: Brookes. 

Murphy, S., Rogan, R, 6k Fisher, E. (1996). Diver­
sity or confusion? A national survey of sup­
ported employment natural supports. In D. 
DiLeo 6k D. Langton (Eds.), Facing the future. 
Best practices in supported employment (pp. 6 3 -
66). St. Augustine, FL.: Training Resource Net­
work. 

Nerney, T, 6k Shumway, D. (1996). Self-determi­
nation for persons with developmental disabil­
ities. Durham: University of New Hampshire, 
Institute on Disability. 

Noble, ] . , 6k Conley, R. (1987). Accumulating ev­
idence on the benefits and costs of supported 
and transitional employment for persons with 
severe disabilities, Journal of the Association of 
Persons with Severe Handicaps, 12, 163-174. 

O'Brien, D. (2000). The Ticket to Work and sup­
ported employment: How will it work? TASH 
Newsletter, 6/7, 9-10. 

Reid, D., Green, C, 6k Parsons, M. (1998). A com­
parison of supported work and centered-based 
program services on select outcomes for indi­
viduals with multiple and severe disabilities. 
Journal of the Association for Persons with Severe 
Handicaps, 23, 69-76. 

Rogan, P., 6k Held, M. (1999). National efforts to 

39 



MENTAL RETARDATION VOLUME 40, NUMBER 1: 30-40 | FEBRUARY 2002 

Workshop conversion 

promote conversion: Day programs to support­
ed employment. TASH Newsletter, 6/7, 23-25. 

Rogan, P., Rinne, S., & Charleston, S. (1999). A 
national study of conversion from facility-based to 
community-based employment services. Indian­
apolis: University of Indiana, Institute on Dis­
ability and Community. 

Rosen, M., Bussone, A., Dakunchak, P., &. Cramp, 
J. (1993). Sheltered employment and the sec­
ond generation workshop. Journal of Rehabili­
tation, 59, 30-34. 

Schalock, R., & Kiernan, W. (1997). How we got 
where we are. In W. Kiernan & R. Schalock 
(Eds.), Integrated employment: Current status and 
future directions, (pp. 5-16). Washington, DC: 
American Association on Mental Retardation. 

Sowers, ]. , Milliken, K., Cotton, P., Sousa, S., 
Dwyer, L., &. Kouwenhoven, K. (2000). A mul­
tielement approach to creating change in a 
state employment system. In J. Nisbet & D. 
Hagner (Eds.), Part of the community. Strategies 
for including everyone (pp. 203-236). Baltimore: 
Brookes. 

Thompson, L., Powers, G., &. Houchard, B. (1992). 
The wage effects of supported employment. 
Journal of the Association of Persons with Severe 
Handicaps, 17, 87-94. 

Walker, P. (2000a). Acting on a vision: Agency 
conversion at Katahdin Friends, Inc. TASH 
Newsletter, 4, 22-24, 31. 

Walker, P. (2000b). Lessons in implementing self-de­
termination: National program office on self-deter­
mination. Syracuse: Syracuse University, Center 
on Human Policy. 

Wehman, P., & Kregel, J. (1995). At the crossroads: 
Supported employment a decade later. Journal 
of the Association for Persons with Severe Hand­
icaps, 20, 286-299. 

Wehman, P., West, M., & Kregel, J. (1999). Sup­
ported employment program development and 
research needs: Looking ahead to the year 
2000. Education and Training in Mental Retar­
dation and Developmental Disabilities, 34, 3-19. 

40 

S. Murphy et al. 

Weiner-Zivolich, J., 6k Zivolich, S. (1995). If not 
now, when?: The case against waiting for shel­
tered workshop changeover. Journal of the As­
sociation for Persons with Severe Handicaps, 20, 
311-312. 

West, M., & Parent, W. (1992). Consumer choice 
and empowerment in supported employment. 
Journal of the Association for Persons with Severe 
Handicaps, 17, 47-52. 

West, M., Revell, W G„ & Wehman, P. (1992). 
Achievements and challenges: A five year re­
port on consumer and system outcomes from 
the supported employment initiative. Journal of 
the Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps, 
17, 227-235. 

Whitehead, C. (1979). Sheltered workshops in the 
decade ahead: Work and wages or welfare (pp. 
71-84). In G. Bellamy, G. O'Connor, &. O. 
Karan (Eds.), Vocational rehabilitation of severely 
handicapped individuals (pp. 53-71). Baltimore: 
University Park Press. 

Received 2/9/98, first decision 3/20/98, accepted 

2/26/01. 
Editor-in-charge: Steven J. Taylor 

Authors: 
Stephen T. Murphy, PhD, Professor, Department 
of Human Resource Development, 400 Bailey Hall, 
University of Southern Maine, Gorham, ME 94938 
(E-mail: smurphy@usm.maine.edu). Patricia M. 
Rogan, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of 
Special Education, University of Indiana, School of 
Education, 902 W. New York, Indianapolis, IN 
46202. Mary Handley, PhD, Assistant Professor, 
Department of Human Services, Cazenovia Col­
lege, Cazenovia, NY 13035. Charles Kincaid, PhD, 
Vocational Rehabilitation Consultant, Vocational 
Consulting Group, Springfield, N] 07081. Joanna 
Royce-Davis, PhD, Associate Director, Career and 
Internship Center, University of the Pacific, 90004 
Sand Field Ct., Sacramento, CA 95829. 

©American Association on Mental Retardation 

mailto:smurphy@usm.maine.edu

