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Education and Training to Meet New Requirements of
The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA)

ISSUE
On July 22, President Obama signed into law the Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), a reauthorization 
of the Workforce Investment Act and Rehabilitation Act. 
Its stated intent is to help workers, including job seekers 
with disabilities, to access employment, education, job-
driven training and support services. Final implementing 
regulations are expected in early 2016.   For people with 
disabilities, this legislation greatly enhances their access 
to expanded public vocational; rehabilitation services. The 
WIOA also makes it clear that general workforce system 
agencies, such as One-Stop Career Centers (also known as 
American Job Centers), are there to serve the employment 
needs of this group of people. 
 
For the agencies and organizations involved, it could mean 
the introduction of a new population or a greater number 
of individuals in that population. Either way, it will require 
heightened knowledge and understanding of the unique 
needs of people with disabilities if service providers are to 
meet the stringent government mandates regarding their 
employment preparation and placement. 

ISSUE

“The foundation of the VR program is the principle 
that individuals with disabilities, including those 
with the most significant disabilities, are capable 
of achieving high quality, competitive integrated 
employment when provided the necessary skills and 
supports.”

    Federal Register

DISCUSSION
The WIOA is expected to have profound impact on the 
future of disability employment. It also is expected to have 
significant effects on service agencies and their funding. 
For instance:
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Supported Employment

The new regulations stipulate that at least 50 percent of the 
nation’s $27 million in Supported Employment State Grants 
must be targeted for youth (age 14 to 24) with the “most 
significant disabilities.” 

The WIOA also makes customized employment – a process 
through which the relationship between employer and 
employee is negotiated and personalized in a way that meets 
the needs of both – a component of supported employment. 
Jobs must fall into the category of “competitive integrated 
employment,” that is, full-time or part-time positions 
in settings where most employees  are not people with 
disabilities, and with wages consistent with those of workers 
without disabilities performing similar jobs.

The regulations also clarify that “integrated” relates to 
both the work unit and the entire workplace, and includes 
interactions with co-workers, customers and vendors to the 
same extent as employees without disabilities in comparable 
positions.

Sub-Minimum Wage Restrictions

As of July 2016, schools no longer are allowed to contract 
with organizations to pay individuals sub-minimum 
wages. This represents an effort to shift from “enclave” 
type employment for groups of people with disabilities to 
competitive integrated employment customized for each 
individual. 

Steps required before an individual can be placed in a 
position that pays less than the minimum wage are: 1) pre-
employment transition services; 2) either being determined 
ineligible for public VR or having an unsuccessful VR 
closure; 3) provision of career counseling and referrals to 
other services designed to assist individuals in achieving 
competitive integrated employment. Related mandates 
include annual reviews. 

Opening the doors wide for people with disabilities, local 
workforce development boards must ensure sufficient 
service providers for these job seekers and develop strategies 
for career pathways for them, among other requirements.

The law makes young people with disabilities eligible for a 
variety of youth services, both in and out of school, to assist 
them with employment and career development.

In addition, the age for eligibility for out-of-school youth 
services has changed from 16 to 21 to 16 to 24. The in-
school eligibility age remains 14 to 21, except for those 
students with disabilities who stay in school under state law 
after the age of 21. The amount of funds spent on out-of-
school youth will increase from 30 to 75 percent, and new 
services have been added to further aid young people with 
disabilities.

Public Vocational Rehabilitation Program

Workforce Development System

At least 50 percent of the nation’s $27 million in Supported Employment 
State Grants must be targeted for youth (age 14 to 24) with the “most 
significant disabilities.”

Under the new rules, public vocational rehabilitation (VR) services must be 
part of the school system, working within it to provide or arrange for provision 
of pre-employment transition services for students with disabilities, who 
are eligible and in need of them, regardless of type of disability. In addition, 
15 percent of VR system funds must be targeted for this use. Such VR 
services include job exploration counseling, counseling on post-secondary 
opportunities, training on self-advocacy and workplace readiness training. 
They also incorporate work-based learning experiences, which researchers 
agree is a critical component in helping youth with disabilities to lead live 
better lives and earn better wages.

VR agencies also are required to work more closely with workforce development systems, schools, and employers to develop 
employment opportunities. 

15 percent of VR system 
funds must be targeted for 
this use.
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To help general workforce agency professionals understand 
both the occupational needs of people with disabilities and 
the laws and regulations guiding this pursuit, Elsevier offers 
its DirectCourse College of Employment Services (CES).

The CES is an integrated, web-based curriculum with 
self-directed coursework developed by the Institute for 
Community Inclusion at the University of Massachusetts 
Boston. Each course is approved for continuing education 
credits by the Commission on Rehabilitation Counselor 

Certification, and every lesson gives employment 
professionals the knowledge, skills and values to help them 
thrive in their field. 

The curriculum offers a clear career path while celebrating 
the role employment support professionals play in society 
and minimizing training costs. 

The regulatory maze guiding the provision of employment services to people with 
disabilities can be difficult to navigate, and a wrong turn can have serious organizational and 
individual impact. Thus, it is critical that workforce system professionals have the knowledge 
to ensure compliance, maximize funding, meet the goals of the WIOA and provide 
exemplary service.

MEETING SERVICE NEEDS

CONCLUSION
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