
News from the New American Movement for People with Disabilities 

Late last week, the United States Senate debated section 511 of the 
Workforce Reinvestment Act, which proposes permitting people with 
disabilities to be paid subminimum wage in a non-sheltered workshop 
environment. In the shadow of the recent push to close sheltered 
workshops, and the subsequent debates that followed (like the broadcast 
on Rock Center), the section 511 debate has once again divided the 
disability community. 
 
For disability rights advocates, subminimum wage is a continued and 
legalized form of discrimination against people with disabilities, on par with 
the sheltered workshop environment. Arguing that people with disabilities 
will end up being trapped with “dead-end, subminimum wage jobs,” 
disability advocates such as the president of the National Federation of the 
Blind, Marc Mauer, vehemently opposes the bill.  
 
The New American Movement Team recognizes the complexity of this 
debate and stands by our assertion that integrated work environments are 
the most beneficial and economically viable. Individuals with and without 
disabilities should be able to work shoulder to shoulder performing a job. 
That being said, section 511 of the Workforce Reinvestment Act was not 
designed to continue segregating people with disabilities, rather it is the 
response to this one fact: sheltered workshops cannot continue as a 
segregated environment. 

Across the disability community, there is some accord that sheltered 
workshops provide more than a paycheck for people with disabilities – the 
workshop environment provides fulfillment and worth to many of the 
individuals employed there. For those individuals, their employment is not 
about the money, it is about the self worth they derive from being a 
contributing part of the labor force.  A program that provides real vocational 
skills in an integrated work environment is a step in the right direction 
comparatively. Yet, what proposed section 511 fails to realize is that in 
order for people with disabilities to be competitive employees in our 
capitalist workforce, they must be able to match the productivity of every 
other employee. 

Although the idea is great on paper, employers – especially for profit 
employers- will not employ people with disabilities at the same wage of an 



employee without disabilities without some form of subsidy. Yes, the 
employment for people with disabilities will be unmatched as a skill building 
experience; however, without either an incentive for the employer to hire 
people with disabilities or the exemption of minimum wage requirements, 
section 511 of the Workforce Reinvestment Act will not be viable. 

As stated in our previous position statements, we argued that sheltered 
workshops should serve as a transitional environment for people with 
disabilities and fulfill their original intent by teaching people with disabilities 
transferable skills. This pilot program as part of section 511 of the 
Workforce Reinvestment Act seeks to continue that commitment. Section 
511 is not seeking to keep people with disabilities employed at 
subminimum wage indefinitely; it seeks to provide vocational skills and a 
stepping stone to full wage employment in a variety of settings.  
 
The NAMPWD Team has argued before that the flaw with sheltered 
workshops is that they failed to provide people with disabilities and 
integrated and educational environment. Section 511 of the Workforce 
Reinvestment Act recognizes that people with disabilities can be valued 
contributors to the workforce – the focus and scrutiny on the wage 
component of the bill distracts from the efforts of the senate to promote 
employment first practices. Yes, people with disabilities should not be 
treated as second class citizens; yes, people with disabilities should not be 
in any form of segregated environment, but in the journey towards 
complete integration, section 511 is a step in the right direction. For people 
with disabilities to become a viable part of our workforce, we must 
recognize the realities of our economy, instead of forcing equal pay for 
unequal productivity.  

 


