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The authors of the articles published in this issue
of Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation (Issue 45[2])
and corresponding editorial by Dr. Paul Wehman pro-
vide ample support for the following assertions: 1)
work is central to the health and well-being of people
with or without disabilities; 2) people with disabilities
are significantly less likely to be working than people
without disabilities; 3) people from diverse racial and
cultural backgrounds, with disabilities or without dis-
abilities, experience additional barriers in obtaining
and retaining employment; and 4) people with dis-
abilities from diverse racial and cultural backgrounds
receiving services from state vocational rehabilita-
tion (VR) agencies lag behind their non-Hispanic
white counterparts in terms of employment outcomes
and employment quality. Work, beyond the finan-
cial benefits, promotes societal participation through
opportunities for social interaction and support while
also offering protective factors that promote mental
well-being, physical health, and community partici-
pation (Chiu et al., 2015; Neff, 1986; Strauser, 2014).
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In the United States, the labor force participation
rate of 20.5% for people with disabilities is signif-
icantly lower than the 68.4% rate for people without
disabilities (U.S. Department of Labor, 2016). The
unemployment and underemployment of people with
disabilities limits full community inclusion and par-
ticipation, stalls upward mobility, and negatively
affects their health-related quality of life (U.S. Sen-
ate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and
Pensions [SCHELP], 2012). People from diverse
racial and cultural backgrounds, when compared to
non-Hispanic whites, experience greater educational
barriers and fewer opportunities for developing the
vocational skills and behavior that are necessary for
obtaining and retaining employment. Even when con-
trolling for the impact of education, people from
diverse backgrounds are less likely to obtain employ-
ment, and ultimately, are paid on average 37% less for
their work (Yin, Shaewitz, & Megra, 2014). This large
disability wage gap is consistent with the gender and
race discrimination in the job market (Fryer, Pager,
& Spenkuch, 2011). The fact this group is less likely
to be accepted for VR services in comparison to their
non-Hispanic white counterparts complicates the
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employment outlook even further (Chan, et al., 2005).
Finally, although not specifically addressed by the
articles in this special issue, the effects of generational
poverty and of living in marginalized communities
cannot be overlooked. People with disabilities are
almost twice as likely to be living in poverty as
people without disabilities (Erickson, Lee, & von
Schrader, 2012; Institute on Disability, 2016). The
consequences of living in poverty include low aca-
demic success, food insecurity, increased odds of
living in an unsafe neighborhood, substandard health
care resulting in decreased physical health, increased
stress and depression, and, if employed, a greater
chance of working in jobs associated with higher risk
for injury and death (Committee on Health, Educa-
tion, Labor, and Pension, 2014; Dutta & Kundu, 2013;
Gomez & Haymann, 2009; Rogers, et al., 2011).

The above is a summary of the challenges expe-
rienced by people with disabilities from diverse
racial and ethnic backgrounds. Articles in this special
issue make an important contribution by shedding
greater light on the challenges experienced by this
population. However, research is needed that demon-
strates methods to address the multiple discrimination
related to the intersection between disability, gender,
race and poverty, and increase the employment out-
look for these individuals. In a recent presentation,
Dr. Wehman (2016) clarified limitations in exist-
ing research and practice by providing the following
statement (attributed to Dr. David Test):

Are we ready to develop meaningful interven-
tions that empirically prove what works for better
employment outcomes or will we continue to
Admire the Problem?

As researchers, educators, and practitioners, we
have become experts in identifying variations and
limitations in VR service provision and the subse-
quent impact on employment, inclusion, health, and
quality of life of people with disabilities. However,
as the statement above suggests, efforts related to
identification and admiration are less than comforting
for people with multiple stigmatized identities, many
of whom live in disadvantaged communities. These
communities have been marginalized to the point of
being: (a) less likely to apply for VR services as a
function of being less likely to be found eligible for
services; (b) less likely to engage in services due to
minimization of their role in the rehabilitation pro-
cess; and (c), as a result, are more likely to be closed
from services without obtaining employment.

The state-federal VR program has achieved
marked success in assisting people with disabilities to
obtain and retain employment. Rehabilitation coun-
selors working in these agencies are highly trained
professionals. However, the accreditation standards
for programs in rehabilitation counselor education are
focused on generalist training for serving the broad
needs of persons with disabilities across different
service provision settings (Tansey & Smart, 2004;
Tansey, 2008). As a result, rehabilitation counselors,
and subsequently state VR agencies, are limited in
their ability to serve individuals with multiple stigma-
tized identities living in disadvantaged communities.
Further, there is a scarcity of research that sup-
ports evidenced-based interventions for individuals
with disabilities from diverse racial and ethnic back-
grounds from these communities.

The Rehabilitation Services Administration
(RSA), recognizing the barriers experienced by
people with disabilities living in these marginalized
communities where poverty and unemployment are
epidemic, solicited proposals for the Vocational
Rehabilitation Technical Assistance Center for
Targeted Communities (VRTAC-TC). Historically,
technical assistance centers have focused on pro-
viding training and support to state VR agencies
in interventions and programs intended to promote
employment of persons with disabilities and improve
efficiency of VR service provision. Unlike the tech-
nical assistance centers either previously supported
by RSA or those created in the last two years,
the VRTAC-TC was created to demonstrate, train,
and support counselors in developing multicultural
competence, to engage individuals with multiple
stigmatized identities living in marginalized com-
munities in VR, and to improve their employment
and quality of life outcomes. The VRTAC-TC, led
by Southern University and A&M College, with
its Project E3: Educate, Empower, and Employ, is
currently developing a system of interventions for
12 distinct Targeted Communities (TC) across the
nation. These TC projects, designed and imple-
mented by Project E3 personnel with assistance
from state VR agencies and community partners,
is intended to apply emerging, promising, and
evidence-based VR practices in these TCs to support
the identification, recruitment, and engagement of
persons with disabilities in state VR services. The
project will strive to engage community stakeholders
such as employers, schools, correction institutions,
social services providers and community rehabilita-
tion providers to address systemic obstacles such as
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homelessness, hunger, safety concerns, interpersonal
and family issues, language barriers, and lack of
transportation and childcare. The development of
the intervention system, implementation of the
system in these communities, and evaluation of
the success of these systems is the responsibility
of Project E3 personnel, while allowing state VR
agencies to realize the potential benefits of the
intervention even with limited allocation of time,
personnel, and other resources. Further, Project
E3, in developing intervention systems for these
communities, also considers the national applica-
bility of the systems with regard to comparable
geographic areas containing comparable groups of
persons with disabilities. Ultimately, Project E3 is
designed for on-the-ground intervention and action-
oriented programming to demonstrate the efficacy
of different interventions and then train state VR
agency personnel on integrating these practices into
communities within their states. We look forward
to building upon the excellent research contained in
this special issue by developing interventions that
result in better employment outcomes for persons
with disabilities from diverse racial and cultural
backgrounds who experience stigma and multiple
discrimination associated with a variety of socially
devalued characteristics as well as the disadvantages
of living in marginalized communities.
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