
	  

	  

 
 

Work Incentives Planning and 
Assistance-Taking the next step on 

your Employment Journey! 
 
This presentation will introduce Social Security Work Incentives, options available 
to maintain healthcare while working (Medicare and Medicaid), Ticket to Work 
and the employment network's responsibilities to help Social Security Disability 
Beneficiaries through the Vocational Rehabilitation process. In addition, Social 
Security Disability Beneficiaries will be given the opportunity to information on 
connecting with a Community Work Incentive Counselor, which starts the 
process of giving each beneficiary an informed choice concerning pursuing 
employment. Customers and potential customers, all Social Security 
beneficiaries, and community partners are encouraged to attend. 
 
Start of transcripts. 
 
 

Wendy Koss-Partridge 
Wendy has worked alongside families who have 
sons and daughters with disabilities for over 
fifteen years. She began as a trainer and 
consultant with a school district and has trained 
teams with the Illinois Autism Training and 
Technical Assistance Project and guided support 
teams who transitioned people who were 
moving from a state operated developmental 
center. Her son, Quinn, now 20, has taught her 
to see the world with a different lens and a bold 
heart.  
 



Chantal:  Hello, and welcome to this conference that's taking place about 
autism and transition to adult life. This is Chantal Sicile-Kira, your 
moderator. My guest for this portion of this online event is Wendy 
Koss-Partridge. Wendy has worked alongside families who have 
sons and daughters with disabilities for over 15 years.  

 
 She began as a trainer and consultant with a school district and has 

trained teams with the Illinois Autism Training and Technical 
Assistance Project and she has guided support teams who 
transitioned people who were moving from a state operated 
developmental center.  

 
 Her son, Quinn, now 20, has taught her to see the world with a 

different lens and a bold heart. Quinn's microboard honors his 
priorities despite the complexities and emotions surrounding it all. 
It turns out, he likes doing things everyone else does, like throwing 
parties, being in clubs, working out, going to the movies with 
friends, taking college classes and helping others. The support 
looks different, but time and again, he reminds us it's worth it all. 
In other words, Wendy is not only a professional experienced in SSI 
and work incentives, but also she is a parent, which gives it 
another lens.  

 
 So, I'm now going to turn this over to Wendy, who will be speaking 

about work incentives planning and assistance-taking, the next step 
on the employment journey. After Wendy goes through her 
presentation, and there are PowerPoint slides for those who are 
watching online, she will be answering questions that people are 
sending in. If you're watching online, you can see how to submit 
your questions for the event. Thank you. Wendy, I'm so happy that 
you agreed to be here. 

 
Wendy:  Thanks. Thanks, Chantal. Thank you, everybody, for joining in and 

learning about this very important topic. As Chantal said, I'm a 
parent, so I don't know how many different stories I can kind of 
weave in here, probably, to keep it efficient. I probably won't tell 
too many. But, for those of you who have younger kids and are 
thinking about employment, I can certainly sympathize and I’m 
right there with you with how much work it is to think about all the 
things that are involved in this.  

 
 My son was just offered a job, just six hours a week at Home 

Depot. So, he's starting that next week. Now, we have all these 
different incentives going on, in addition to job development, and 



all of the different supports he going to need in order to be 
successful there. He's had a couple different jobs over the years, 
and it's a lot of work. But, it's certainly worth it.  

 
 In addition to the income, which is really great, there are always 

different surprises that happen when somebody's employed. 
Whether it's through meeting people, joining different 
organizations, or learning about the world more, or developing new 
skills and new interests, and all kinds of things like that. I know 
that sometimes this information can be daunting, but we have to 
keep moving forward and keep learning. So, that's why we're here. 

 
 So, anyway, I'm going to get started. I don't have a lot of pictures 

or videos. Actually, I don't really have much, at all, because this 
material is pretty technical. So, Chantal, if you ever feel like you 
want me to slow down and give some more example of things, I'm 
certainly happy to do that. But, for the most part, we're doing an 
overview of the different benefits and work incentives, so people 
can just get a general overview.  

 
 Typically, at the end, at the last slide, you're going to see contact 

information so you can find, in your state, your county, or your 
region, where your work incentives planning and assistance office 
is. I'm guessing they all have pretty much the same process. So, 
just for your information, if you start thinking about how we're 
going to learn all this or how we're going to know it, you'll walk 
away just getting a general understanding. Then, when you contact 
the office, they'll gather information from you. If relevant, they'll 
gather information from Social Security. Then, they'll put together a 
benefits analysis, and that'll be information for you to move 
forward or help your son or daughter move forward with what the 
next steps are. 

 
 A little bit about the Community Work Incentives, and that's the 

acronym after my name. Community Work Incentives coordinators' 
goal and our philosophy is that we want to encourage people to 
work, we want to give them information and dispel any myths. 
There are certainly a lot of myths out there about SSI and SSDI. 
So, we're really just giving information, and guiding and 
encouraging people to take that next step on their employment 
journey, whatever that means. Sometimes it means getting a job. 
Sometimes it means increasing hours. Sometimes it means your 
way off of benefits. So, there are lots of different layers, even 
within those three or four categories. So, without any more kind of 



framework, we'll move forward and jump into some of the more 
specifics. 

 
Chantal:  Sounds great. We can hear you fine, Wendy. I'll look forward to the 

question and answer time at the end. But, I'm here if you need me. 
So, if you feel alone, you can check.  

 
Wendy:  Okay. I know it does feel like that sometimes, doesn't it? That's 

funny. Okay. So, as you can see, the title kind of shows work 
incentives. That's what we're talking about. Helping people plan 
and providing that assistance. So, the title of our grant, A Grant 
Through Social Security, really does a nice job of explaining what it 
is that we do. So, here we go. 

 
 Okay. Moving onto the next slide. Again, just a little bit about the 

program. We're designed to help people who receive SSI or SSDI, 
or both, which is called a concurrent beneficiary. Help them 
understand how earnings are going to affect their state and federal 
benefits. So, if they receive food stamps, subsidized housing, or 
other benefits, we can kind of help you with that.  

 
 We also educate people on their work incentives, and how they 

might be eligible to receive them. And, last, I'm certified as a 
Community Work Incentive coordinator. I went through 
certification, a pretty rigorous certification through Virginia 
Commonwealth University. 

 
  Well, I just wanted to go back really quickly and just add that I'm 

also the Executive Director of my son's individually run group 
home, which is his own individual group home for one person, 
which we're really proud of. So, I wanted to throw that in there as 
one of my other badges of honor. Moving on, here. 

 
 All right. So we're going to start at the basics, talking about the two 

very different, very distinct Social Security disability programs. The 
first one is SSI. That's Supplemental Security Income. This is 
typically for people who have no work history, or very little work 
history. In this year, the federal benefit rate is $721.  

 
 Also, if I could just interject here that work incentive planning and 

assistance office does not work with people on eligibility issues. If 
you're saying, "Well, how do we get the highest federal benefit 
rate?" That isn't something that we do. Sometimes we can help 
people understand things a little bit more. But, it's really out of our 



purview of our role. Okay. So, with SSI, it's a needs-based 
program. So, the benefits are rewarded to cover basic needs, such 
as food, shelter, and clothing. Okay. We'll talk a little bit more 
about that in a minute. Yes, go ahead? 

 
Chantal:  I just said, sounds good. 
 
Wendy:  Okay. Then, SSDI, Social Security Disability Insurance, is when an 

individual is drawing benefits according to how much they've paid 
into FICA. So, how many credits they've accrued. Again, I'm not a 
specialist in eligibility. But, you should know that when you're 
younger, if you're working, you have fewer credits that you have to 
earn. I think the cut-off is 24, but don't quote me on that. You 
have a fewer number of credits to earn in order to be eligible for 
SSDI. So, that's something you're definitely going to want to 
research, look into, and learn a lot about.  

 
 Another thing I'll talk about in a little while is the student earned 

income redemption. I'm assuming most of you that will be listening 
on this webinar have younger adults, and are learning about this 
from that perspective. So, that's going to be a big incentive that 
you'll all want to think about. And, also a very little-known work 
incentive by a lot of the school people and the transition team. 
You'll be having information once again, probably, that a lot of the 
school people haven't received yet. So, even though SSI and SSDI 
are in the same office, they're run very differently. They have two 
completely different universes within one building. It's important to 
know that.  

 
 All right. So, let's just jump in and talk about SSI for a little bit. As I 

said, it's needs-based. When you begin working, SSI is going to 
start off with some exclusions, which are in essence work 
incentives. So, the first $20 is disregarded. The second work 
incentive is called the earned income exclusion. That's $65 that is 
disregarded.  

 
 Now, there is an impairment related work expense, and I'll get into 

the nuts and bolts of that in a few slides coming up. But, you can 
deduct any sort of expense that's related to your disability that you 
need in order to work, that you're paying out of pocket. So, there's 
three components that you have to meet in order for it to be 
considered an IRWE.  

 



 Then, after that calculation, for every $2 of earning, SSI reduces 
your check by $1. So, I don't have the SSI calculation sheet on the 
slide, and Chantal, I don't know if you have a website where you 
can put various handouts. I'd be happy to send that over to you, 
but I'm just going to verbally go through an example of a 
calculation for you. So, you'll have to really listen, and then we'll 
kind of explain if your son or daughter works, what that looks like 
for us in terms of dollars and cents. 

 
 So, let's say that Johnny works and is earning $500 a month. A 

part-time job. He's 18 years old, or whatever. So, right off the top, 
from that $500, Social Security doesn't look at $20 of that money 
earned. So, right away, you're right at $480. Then, again, Social 
Security takes out the earned income exclusion, so they're taking 
out $65. So, at that point, SSI is looking at the income that's $415 
divided by 2. What that turns out to be is $207.50. So, even though 
Johnny's income is $500 a month, Social Security is looking at $207 
of earnings. Okay? Then, they're going to take that federal benefit 
rate . . . do you remember that $721 that's the maximum rate? 

 
Chantal:  Mm-hmm. 
 
Wendy:  They're going to subtract $207 from that $721, and they're going 

to come up with the new SSI monthly amount, which is $513. 
Okay? Are you with me? 

 
Chantal:  Yes, I am. Can I ask a question, even though I promised I wouldn't 

ask a question until the end? 
 
Wendy:  You can. Just let me explain this. A lot of times, and I remember 

kind of feeling this way about three years ago when I first started 
learning all this, thinking, "Well, my son's going to be working, but 
he's going to be getting less SSI. How does that work?" Well, 
here's what you need to be thinking about. In addition to all of the 
benefits of work that I mentioned earlier, friendship, skill 
development, learning about new social circles, new clubs, opening 
up the whole world to you, in addition to that, financially you are 
going to come out ahead.  

 
 So, what that means is, if you look at the actual total monthly 

income, which is $513, which is what your SSI monthly amount will 
be, and you add in $500, which is your gross earned income, 
together that's $1013.50. So, again, just to review, you're earning 
$500, and you have an SSI amount of $513, that comes out to 



$1013. That's a whole lot more than $721 of straight SSI. So, go 
ahead. Your question. 

 
Chantal:  My question is, and if it's too long to answer and you're going to 

get to it later, you can tell me that, what about someone who 
works freelance who has different amounts every month? 

 
Wendy:  Right. That's sort of training for another day.  
 
Chantal:  Okay. 
 
Wendy:  Self-employment and all those things, it gets a little bit dicey trying 

to branch off into that. I know that for a lot of our sons and 
daughters, that's going to be a very big reality for us. So, there's 
income averaging, and there are all different kinds of ways to look 
at that. But, again, your work incentives planning and assistance 
office will kind of walk you through those steps. That's a little more 
complicated than what we want to get into today.  

 
Chantal:  Okay. Forgive the interruption. 
 
Wendy:  That's okay. It's a very fair question, and I was thinking about it 

today. Should I try to put some stuff in there? But, really, even 
when I was going through my certification, they said, "You'll learn 
about that later. You need to learn the basics." So, I went to a 
week-long training, then various tests after that. For six months, 
we haven't really worked on that, at all. We're really working 
closely under the guidance of our director when we put together 
analysis like that. So, I just don't want to throw all that in there. 
Sorry about that. 

 
Chantal:  Thank you. It'll be for another webinar.  
 
Wendy:  That's right. Okay. So, next slide. One of the things we really want 

to encourage or remind people to do is keep track of your monthly 
earnings. You want to make sure you're reporting to Social 
Security, or the Public Aid office, or subsidized housing. If your 
income is changing, your starting work, or stopping work . . . in 
fact, I'll tell you a personal story. My husband and I feel like we've 
got it going on and we're on top of the game, and guess what? 
Quinn was working about two years ago, and he stopped working, 
and we forgot to let Social Security know, and they were assuming 
that and they were adjusting his SSI. We were like, "What is going 
on? He's not even working. Oh, we forgot to tell them he's not 



working." So, you know, I think a lot of times we're busy, we've got 
a lot going on, and it's hard to remember that. So, it's a little 
embarrassing story, but we're not afraid to shed it all, right?  

 
 So, anyway, letting people know if you've started working, stopped 

working, if your living situation changes, and all those things that 
might affect your income, you need to make sure they know about 
that.  

 
 What does that look like? We have, and I'm sure other offices 

across the country have, a reporting fact sheet to help you kind of 
figure out how to do that. But, basically, you can submit online for 
Social Security. The Public Aid office is a lot more difficult. Their 
hours are a lot more difficult, at least in Illinois. But, if your only 
recourse is to send things through the mail, you want to also ask 
for a receipt. But, if you're talking to somebody on the phone, you 
want to keep a notebook of who you spoke to, what they said, the 
date they said it, all of that. It's really important to keep records 
like that.  

 
 I know that time can get away from you, or you write it on a little 

napkin and then it gets stuck in a pile somewhere. But, if you really 
want to start off right, especially for you younger parents out there, 
keep a notebook that's just about income, earned and unearned, 
and talking to disability agencies, and it will go a long way to help 
you remember what it is that you're doing. Or, you know, keep it in 
a separate folder in your computer, or whatever. But, really get 
started off on the right foot, and that will give you some good 
benefits in the future and also just give you a lot of peace of mind 
because I think a lot of times I wonder, "Did I tell that person?" or 
"What did they say?" So, anyway. 

 
 Okay. I already talked about that. Okay. We're going to go onto the 

next slide. So, a work incentive that applies to SSI, one of them is 
called Impairment Related Work Expense, also known as IRWE. By 
the way, the Social Security office tends to not know a lot about 
these work incentives. The reason is Social Security tends to know 
more about eligibility and just the basic everyday kinds of issues in 
Social Security. This is sort of a whole different universe to them, 
even though it all relates to Social Security. There's just a small 
number of people who are doing this.  

 
 In fact, I've even heard they even have a work incentive liaison at 

each office. Sometimes the person that is the work incentive liaison 



at Social Security doesn't even know that they have that 
designation. It's just one of those things that's glossed over. I 
know, for us, when we went to the Social Security office, they 
didn't know a lot of what we were talking about. So, we came and 
handed them the information, and they verified it, and we were 
able to move on. But, in our community, it just wasn't something 
they were familiar with. 

 
Chantal:  Wendy, that brings up a really good point. It's kind of like the same 

thing when your child is in school. Where the school administration 
teachers are right on top with the training and all of that, and 
there's no concerns about having to bring in new information or 
new ways of better teaching your child, because everybody's so 
different. It's the same thing that happens when you're talking 
about your child as an adult. Sometimes you may need to know 
what questions to ask and where to refer people that you're going 
to who are supposedly supposed to help you. You might have to 
refer them to information, because they may not be aware. 

 
Wendy:  Right. Right. Absolutely. And, to try not to be frustrated, because 

even though we may see it as their job, they may not see it as 
their job. And, it may not, in fact, be part of their job. It may be, in 
their mind or the director's mind, some fringe kind of a thing. So, 
even though we're cutting edge doesn't mean everybody else is. 
We have to bring people along. That's kind of one of our roles, I 
guess.  

 
Chantal:  That's why we exist and our children exist, I guess.  
 
Wendy:  Yes. That's right. So, Impairment Related Work Expense. As I 

mentioned earlier, there are three things that have to occur in 
order for an Impairment Related Work Expense to be approved by 
Social Security. They're the ones that have to say this is an IRWE. 
It has to be an out of pocket expense. It has to be something 
related to your disability, and you need it in order to work.  

 
 So, that said, we have some examples here. There could be other 

things, and we always encourage people. If you're up for it, try to 
run it up the flagpole. Bring it over to Social Security. See if they'll 
approve it. Some people are going to say, "You know, yeah, I'm 
going to approve that." Other times, different claims reps might be 
a little more rigid. So, again, it's never this cut and dry, black and 
white thing. You can certainly try to appeal if they say no. But, I 



think if it's a large enough amount of money, it might be worth the 
effort.  

 
 So, Impairment Related Work Expense, how does this work? Say 

you're spending $50 a month of your own money to help with your 
attendant that's helping you get ready in the morning to get to 
work. Or, maybe, let's say it's $100. So, that' $100 is going to be 
built into that SSI calculation, and it's going to be disregarded. It's 
going to be built into that calculation. So, instead of saying you're 
only getting $513 for your SSI monthly amount, that amount's 
going to change. It's not going to be dollar for dollar, but it's going 
to be fairly close for that.  

 
 I haven't done a calculation of a $100 amount in IRWE. But, we 

can do that, or I can give you, Chantal, a calculation sheet, and 
people can kind of practice if they want. But, certainly, the work 
incentive planning and assistance people are really looking forward 
to working with all of you. So, please call them. Even if your son or 
daughter isn't working yet, they can give you a general analysis. If 
you're thinking, well, you know, Suzy can work 10 hours a week, 
they can kind of give you a lowdown of what that can look like. 
And, you don't have to currently be working. You can get a general 
analysis.  

 
 Usually, when you work with me, you're already working. So, 

there's just different layers for different levels of people that you're 
working with. But, certainly call them and get used to thinking 
about this if you want. They're available. There's no charge. 
They're working with a grant under Social Security, and they want 
to work with you and help you think about that. So, I encourage 
you to get in touch with them as soon as you can. And, like I said, 
the last slide shows you how to get in touch.  

 
 So, anyway, an IRWE can be anything like a copay for medication 

or technology, or, I'll tell you, specialized transportation can be sort 
of difficult for a lot of people in the sense that everybody needs 
transportation to get to work, even if you use a wheelchair. So, 
more times than not, Social Security is not going to approve the 
local paratransit system, because that's still a system that 
everybody can use to get to work.  

 
 But, if you have, for example, a lot of anxiety and were not able to 

ride the paratransit bus, then that would be considered an IRWE. 
So, that $100 a month, or whatever the amount is, could be 



worked into the calculation of the SSI. So, for our purposes, and 
we help people of all disabilities. I'm assuming most people on this 
call have a son or daughter with autism or they, themselves, have 
autism. Specialized transportation might be something worth trying 
out.  

 
 If you have some modifications or some things for your house that 

you need to help you get ready to get to work, again, that can be 
built into the calculation. You want to keep receipts. You want to 
show that you paid that money out of your own pocket. Then, that 
gets recalculated. Okay? 

 
 All right. Moving on. Oh, go ahead? 
 
Chantal:  No, I was just agreeing with you. [inaudible 00:26:09] 
 
Wendy:  Yeah. That's all right. So, the next slide is blind work expense. The 

visually impaired community has historically had a huge lobby, so 
they have fantastic deductions when it comes to Social Security 
benefits. So, if you have a service animal, you have to be blind. 
You have to be determined blind by Social Security. If you have a 
service animal, their food, their doctor's expenses, anything related 
to your service animal can be written off with regard to your SSI 
calculation.  

 
 Any kind of transportation money that you spend to and from work, 

income taxes, Social Security taxes, attendant care, any kind of 
visual or sensory aid, any kind of translation, professional fees, 
pretty much anything you can deduct from SSI, which means 
you're going to get you’re full SSI amount. Maybe someday we'll be 
able to get a strong lobby like that and make that happen. So, 
Chantal, another thing for you to work on, Okay? 

 
Chantal:  Okay. I've got a lot of free time, here. 
 
Wendy:  Okay. Good. So, here's the super exciting work incentive that I 

want to really hit home for all you guys. This is called the student 
earned income exemption. This is a work incentive that allows 
certain SSI recipients who are under age 22 and regularly attending 
school, and I'll give you a little bit about that in a minute, to 
exclude a specific amount of gross earned income a month up to 
an annual exclusion. So, this exclusion decreases the amount of 
accountable earned income. So, that helps SSI recipients to keep 
more of their SSI check when they work.  



 
 In many cases, this exemption allows students to test their ability 

to work without experiencing any reduction in the SSI check, at all. 
So, it's applied to the student's gross earnings before any other 
allowable exclusions. So, Social Security will exclude all the gross 
earnings up to a maximum of $1750 per month until the full annual 
exclusion, so there's the cap, of $7060 is exhausted, or until the 
individual is no longer a student. 

 
 So, let's give an example. I have an example here that's a little 

higher. I mean, you can earn up to $1750 a month and not have it 
affect your SSI. Now, that said, you have four or five months until 
you hit $7000, and then it will start affecting it. But, what the 
student earned income exclusion is doing, and what Social Security 
is doing, is saying, "Try work, earn money, don't just do job 
sampling. Let's get in there, try it out, and you're not going to have 
any impact on your SSI check." Okay?  

 
 So, what I wanted to give a little more information about, 

especially for people with autism, is regularly attending school does 
not mean that you have to be in a high school program full-time. 
You can be taking some community college classes. One or two or 
three. You have to get it approved by a doctor, saying that that's 
all you can handle and submit it to Social Security.  

 
 Actually, I don't know if it has to be approved by a doctor. It has to 

be approved by a professional that's recognized by Social Security, 
and I don't know. I'd have to look at that a little bit more. Things 
are pretty loose with that. But, Social Security has to approve it. 
Then, you can earn $7060 throughout the year without it affecting 
your SSI check. 

 
 Chantal, do you want to ask any questions or comments about 

that? 
 
Chantal:  Well, somebody did send in a question right now on this. This is a 

question from Saul Ramirez, from Trenton, New Jersey, about the 
student earned income. Because you mentioned high school, he 
wants to know if someone’s in community college, do they have to 
be a full-time community college student, or can they be a part-
time student, and how is that verified? 

 
Wendy:  Yes. And, so, they can be a part-time student at a community 

college, as long as they're under age 22. You contact Social 



Security and ask them what do you need from you to get approval 
for the student earned income exclusion. So, they'll let you know. 
As I was saying, we have a doctor send a letter. We drafted a letter 
and had a doctor sign off on it and said, "This young man can only 
take one class at a time while he's working." So, Quinn got the 
student earned income exclusion. So, to answer his question, yes, 
you can be part-time. You have to contact Social Security. It's 
really their domain. We had a physician sign off, but I don't think 
you have to have a doctor sign off on it. 

 
Chantal:  Okay. 
 
Wendy:  I think that's your safest bet, to have a doctor sign off on it, 

because they're not going to argue with a doctor. But, if you have 
trouble with that, you can find maybe a psychologist or somebody 
that does assessments that can write a letter saying this person 
can just take two or three classes, whatever it is. Okay? All right, 
ready to move on.  

 
Chantal:  Okay. 
 
Wendy:  And, the thing about student earned income exclusion, from what 

I've noticed, is high schools tend to not really push kids to start 
earning money. Or, maybe I'm thinking it more through my son's 
lens. But, a lot of times, they're just trying out different jobs 
through a state VR program, which isn't income. It's work 
experience. They're not being able to enjoy the income component. 
This is a great opportunity to get people started and thinking about 
it, which then means, maybe you're not going to wait for the school 
to help you find a job. Maybe your network of friends and family 
might help you get a job. Okay? 

 
Chantal:  That's really a good point, if I may interrupt here. Because, a lot of 

times what I see happening in the area where I leave, and 
conferences where I've spoken, is that a lot of the jobs they tend 
to get while they're in transition programs tend to be volunteer 
positions, which is very good for the experience. Just like anybody 
when you're first starting out on a job, that's a good way to get 
experience. But, sometimes, what happens is that they don't tend 
to translate into paid jobs when you’re leaving. So, if people knew 
about the student earned income exclusion, there could be more of 
an emphasis on okay let’s do some volunteer jobs, internships, and 
then how about some paid internships once they know about this.  

 



Wendy:  Right. I also want to add to that is that, certainly, volunteering is a 
great way to contribute, have citizenship, and learn some skills. 
But, when you're on a paid job, there's going to be a different 
expectation of you for the most part. I mean, obviously, sometimes 
there isn't. So, that's, I think, another thing that Social Security is 
trying to get people really serious about work. This is one way for 
them to encourage you to do that. Good point. Good point. 

 
 Okay. So, here's just a little bit about Medicaid for people who are 

worried that, "Oh, my son or daughter really needs Medicaid. If he 
works, is that going to affect his coverage?" It will not, up to 
$27,829, because Medicaid can still be covered, even if your check 
is reduced to 0 from your earned income, up to $27,829 for the 
year 2014. Okay?  

 
 Now, sometimes there can be a disconnect between Social Security 

and the Public Aid office. I don't know if that's in certain states that 
have a different application process. It may be, so that might be a 
state-specific thing. But, just know that just because you're 
working, your Medicaid will not be in jeopardy as long as you're not 
earning over $27,829. Okay?  

 
Chantal:  Good point. In some states, I don't know about other states, but I 

know in California, Medicaid is called Medi-Cal. So, just to not 
confuse people, your state might have a slightly different name, 
but Medicaid and Medi-Cal are the same things.  

 
Wendy:  Okay. Good. Thank you. All right. The next work incentive is called 

Plan for Achieving Self-Support, or called a PASS plan. A PASS plan 
can allow an SSI recipient to set aside income or resources for a 
specific time to pursue a work goal. So, you can set aside money 
from your work. You can't set aside SSI money. You can set aside 
any other income to pay for expenses for education or vocational 
training, if you wanted to go for a certification, or if you wanted to 
start your own business, as long as those expenses are related to 
achieving your work goal.  

 
 What happens is the money in that plan will not be counted as an 

asset for SSI or Medicaid eligibility. A really awesome website is 
www.mypassplan.org. You'll see dozens of examples of PASS plans 
all over the country and how people are setting aside money and 
being able to pursue different vocation and work goals.  

 



 Now, that said, I know Chantal had asked earlier about self-
employment. This is a great opportunity for people who want to 
work toward self-employment. There are a lot of examples on the 
website with regard to that. I'm trying to think. I wanted to say 
something else about it.  

 
 The PASS plan form is 14 pages, but it's not very complicated. But, 

if you wanted to do self-employment or were working on your own 
business, you do have to come up with a business plan, so it's a 
little bit more elaborate. But, I really encourage to check out that 
website, and think about that, and talk with your Community Work 
Incentive coordinator about that, and work towards that because it 
can be a great benefit. Okay? 

 
 Next slide. Is that my next slide? Something happened here. Okay. 

All right. So, now we're going to move into SSDI. Let's see. What 
do I want to say about that? So, say you've earned enough credits 
and you become eligible for SSDI and you're working along. SSDI is 
not a needs-based program. It's looking more at timelines and 
income, and those kinds of things.  

 
 The first thing SSDI is looking at is something called a trial work 

period. You're eligible to receive a total of nine trial work period 
months over a rolling 60-month period. What a trial work period 
month is, is any time you're earning at or above $770 a month. So, 
if you're under that, it's not going to trigger a trial work period 
month. Okay?  

 
 You're not required to use these trial work period months 

consecutively, so you can stretch this out over time. So, someone 
that does have different levels of income, depending on their 
disability or their needs, one month their earning $500 a month, 
that's not a trial work period month. The next month, they earn 
$800, that's going to trigger in Social Security's world, a trial work 
period month. So, then you have one. Then, the next month, 
maybe you go back down to $500-600, not a trial work period 
month. Then, the following month things are going really well and 
you're able to earn $900, that would trigger another trial work 
period month. You see how that goes?  

 
 You can stretch that out if it goes through a 60-month rolling 

period. So, say you kind of continue along, and yet it even 
stretches out and there are more gaps and months between that. 
Let's see if I can do the math, here. Say you were in 2008, and you 



had three trial work period months, but then things got really 
rough for you and you went almost five years without triggering a 
trial work period month, depending on the month, you could end 
up dropping off those trial work period months and still continue to 
go and keep earning. You're not really starting over with the trial 
work period months, but those other ones dropped off because 
they were outside of the five-year period. Does that make sense? I 
know that's a little confusing. 

 
Chantal:  It is. It makes sense. 
 
Wendy:  Okay, good. So, like I said, in order to trigger a trial work period 

month, you have to have a gross earning at or about $770. You're 
using them within the rolling 60-month period, and during this 
time, you're entitled to keep your SSDI benefit check regardless of 
how much you earn. So, you could really be earning $10,000 in a 
month. Say you were selling fantastic art. You have nine months to 
continue to receive your SSDI cash benefit, but you're triggering 
your trial work period months. Okay?  

 
 So, then, once you trigger those nine, now the $770 is no longer 

part of the conversation. Now, we're in the extended period of 
eligibility and Social Security is looking at substantial gainful 
activity. So, for a non-blind individual SGA is $1070. So, anytime 
you're earning over $1070 in that extended period of eligibility, 
you're not going to be eligible for your cash benefit. Okay? You 
have three years to be within that extended period of eligibility, 
and those are consecutive months. Okay?  

 
 So, all that means is that you still qualify for Medicare, you still 

could be getting your cash benefit, and it kind of goes on and off 
like a faucet. So, one month you might be over and one month you 
might be under. You're eligible for your check, you're not eligible, 
you are, you know. Especially for our sons and daughter, 
sometimes things can really fluctuate, so it can be a little dicey. 
But, I'll talk a little bit about some work incentives that can kind of 
really help out with that, too, so something else to think about. 

 
 So, you have three years within that time. One of the things that's 

important to know is that even if you're not eligible for your check, 
you're very likely going to continue to receive it in the mail or have 
it deposited. So, you want to be mindful and keep good records 
that, "You know what, Suzy? You earned $1400 this month. We're 
going to put that check off to the side. Because, eventually Social 



Security is going to ask for that back. It could take a year or it 
could take longer. But, eventually they'll do a review. They have 
access to your IRS recordings, and they'll ask for it back. So, you 
could put it in an interest-bearing account or wherever you want to 
put it. But, know that eventually you'll have to square up with 
them. Okay? 

 
 Then, also, with regard to SSDI, there's a grace period that's 

triggered by the first month right after the trial work period in 
which you earn at or above substantial gainful activity. Again, SGA 
is $1070. That's just a three-month consecutive time period where 
you just get that little breathing room where you receive your 
benefit check regardless of how much you earn. So, it's just a little 
bit of a timeframe so that you can kind of catch up and stay on top, 
and pay attention to what your income is and what it is that's going 
to happen next. Okay? All right. 

 
 So, again, I'm just reminding you to keep track of your monthly 

earning. This is a duplicate slide, because, as we know, it's hard. 
One of the things we do is help people who have received 
overpayments; we’re helping people avoid having more 
overpayments or having any overpayments, at all. That's a service 
that we've helped people in their planning and preventing 
overpayment through keeping track and reminding them to keep 
track of who they spoke with, what day, what time, getting a 
receipt when they're submitting their work receipt, and all of that. 
Okay. 

 
 So, here's another work incentive called Subsidy or Special 

Condition, and this is a way to be applied to your accountable 
income, which would bring your accountable income down. Let's 
see if I can get an example, here. It could theoretically change the 
calculation if you were earning $1500 a month but had $400 in 
Subsidy or Special Condition, then you're under SGA.  

 
 Some examples of a subsidy would be additional support that 

someone received. It doesn't have to be something that's paid out 
of pocket. It could be a job coach through an employment network 
or through the Vocational Rehabilitation Office. Or, if your 
supervisor said, "You know what? I really like Joe. He does perform 
fewer duties than some of the other workers who are doing the 
same work, but he's really great, he's a great worker, and we really 
appreciate his contribution. So, even though he's performing at 
20% less, he's really a great member of this team, so we really 



appreciate that." Or, maybe Joe has to take extra rest periods 
throughout the day. We have a form that you could fill out that 
kind of helps with the calculation of that. Again, whatever that 
amount is, you can apply that to your income, and the value can be 
reduced so Social Security is going to use that when they're looking 
to see if this person is working over SGA or not. Okay? 

 
 We have a special condition where someone was just getting just a 

little bit of emotional counseling while they were at work with their 
supervisor. They had a really great relationship. So, even though 
they were doing the same level of work, they weren't having to 
take breaks per se, but it was more like reassuring and just 
providing a little bit of comfort and confidence-building. A lot of 
times for people with autism, that can be really instrumental. So, 
that can be calculated into their Substantial Gainful Activity value. 
Okay? All right.  

 
 Then, here's just a little bit about the health insurance you're 

eligible for once you qualify for Medicare. Part A is the 
hospitalization insurance, and that's automatic. Part B is medical 
insurance, and that's $104 a month that can be deducted from 
your SSDI check. If your income is limited, or if you have limited 
access, you can get the premium and the deductible paid for. So, 
that $104.90 can be paid for. Or, if your income is a little higher, it 
would just pay the premium only. It can also pay for part D, for the 
medication. Then, there are some other sorts of assistance with 
covering Medicare, called extra help. 

 
 Then, this is a slide that just goes back to talking about Medicaid or 

Medi-Cal, the Public Aid healthcare insurance. So, there's 
something called a spend down, if you have a family size of one, if 
you're earning over $997, then you will have a spend down. What 
that means is that any income above that amount, you'll be 
responsible for to cover your medical expenses. 

 
Chantal:  Wait a minute. So, what you mean is that it's a family size of one, 

so that's one person. If they earn more than $972 plus $25, they're 
responsible to pay their insurance? 

 
Wendy:  They're responsible to pay for that part of it. Spend down . . . say 

that they’re earning . . .  
 
Chantal:  What would their portion be? 
 



Wendy:  Say that they're earning $1100 a month. $100 of their healthcare 
expenses, they would be responsible for. 

 
Chantal:  You know, it's really interesting because when I'm listening to all 

this, and I know it's wonderful because if you're working you're 
better off than not working. But, you still stay darn poor. Did you 
hear me? 

 
Wendy:  It's true. Yeah. It's definitely not a get rich quick scheme. 

[inaudible 00:50:39]. It's just a little bit to help you. I will say that 
it's still better than the Affordable Care Act insurance, I believe. I 
think you can get some more coverage. All right. Go ahead. 

 
Chantal:  I'll stop with my snide remarks. I'm sorry. 
 
Wendy:  That's okay. I understand. All right. So, there's a Medicaid buy-in 

program, if you have the Medicaid card, where you can pay a 
monthly premium, and you will get a couple of different things here 
with this Medicaid buy-in program. One is, if you have Medicare, it 
will cover that $104.90. It will also cover your Part D prescriptions. 
I think some of these are state specific, so I'd probably encourage 
you to talk with your Community Work Incentive coordinator, 
specifically.  

 
 But, some of the big things are, like if you have Medicaid, you can 

only have $2000 in savings and checking. But, if you have the 
Medicaid buy-in, you can have up to $25,000 in assets. So, that's 
much larger and that helps you have a lot more growth in your life.  

 
 Another thing if you have Medicaid buy-in, Social Security doesn't 

look at retirement savings. You can always have a home or one car 
exemption, so that's great. But, with the Medicaid buy-in, they do 
get spouse's income and count that toward the premium amount. 
I'll give you an example of this in just a minute, here.  

 
 You can have a higher income limit and purchase Medicaid buy-in. 

Even though it says 2013, it has not changed this year so we 
haven't changed the slide. But, you can earn $3351 and get this. 
So, what this does for people that have Medicaid is that you're not 
going to have a spend down, because you have the Medicaid buy-
in program. The premium is way lower than having a spend down. 
So, this is kind of their answer to not having a spend down. 

 
Chantal:  Okay. 



 
Wendy:  Okay. So, here's the example. Say you have $600 from work and 

you have $800 from SSDI, your premium for month with the 
Medicaid buy-in would only be $69. If you didn't have the Medicaid 
buy-in, your spend down would have been about $400. So, it's a 
big difference. Okay? 

 
Chantal: Uh-huh. 
 
Wendy: If you're receiving SSI and you have resources about $2000, then 

you're not going to qualify. This slide is actually incorrect. You're 
not going to qualify for SSI anymore. But, if you have Medicaid 
buy-in, you can have up to $25,000. Okay?  

 
 Let's see. Another example. If you have $600 in earnings from 

work, and you're getting $412 from SSI, you would only have a $13 
a month premium. So, again, no spend down. Okay? How am I 
doing on time? Oh, an hour already. Okay.  

 
Chantal:  Yeah. No, you're doing good. 
 
Wendy:  Okay. So, here's something for people who have subsidized 

housing. There's a little known program called Disallowance of 
Earned Income. A lot of the HUD offices and Section 8 offices do 
not know about this. What this means is that your first year of 
increased income due to earning does not count towards your rent. 
So, they cannot calculate that into a rent increase.  

 
 Like I said, we've had instances, not me personally, but some of 

the people in my office, where we've had to send them the federal 
rule on it, and the HUD office says, "Oh, I don't think so," and then 
they finally realize, "Oh, yes, that's true." So, we've been able to 
help people not have a rent increase because of this federal rule.  

 
Chantal:  I'm sorry. I have a question.  
 
Wendy: Yeah. 
 
Chantal: So, subsidized housing means what? It means housing you get at a 

certain rate based on what your income is? 
 
Wendy:  Yes. In this program, it has to be somebody who is writing a check 

to Section 8. 
 



Chantal:  Okay. 
 
Wendy:  All right. So, the first year, your rent is not going to go up. The 

second year, they can only look at 50% of your increase of income. 
Okay? It's a four-year program. You can't keep switching around or 
starting over. It's within a four-year time period. Okay?  

 
Chantal:  This is probably a tiny bit off the subject, but I think it's important 

to note now, in case it doesn't come up any other time during the 
conference, is that you can place somebody with a disability on the 
low-income housing list starting at age 18. So, I would recommend 
that every parent, even if you have no clue or have different ideas 
about what's going to happen with your child in terms of housing, 
just put their names on the low-income housing, Section 8 list, 
because depending on where you are, for example where we are in 
San Diego, it could take years, and years, and years. It may turn 
out that they may need that at some time. So, if you're in an area 
where there are a lot of people on waiting lists, you want to make 
sure that you put your adult child as soon as they turn 18. Wouldn't 
you suggest that, Wendy? 

 
Wendy:  Well, not only would I suggest that, but I'll just add, Chantal, I 

thought your statement somewhere, on the bottom of your e-mail 
or something about "Can this mom handle the empty nest 
syndrome," and I will tell you that we signed my son up for the 
subsidized housing a couple years ago, really just not knowing 
what we were going to do but kind of getting that going, and when 
they first called his name you think that you're ready and you're 
like, "Oh, my gosh, this is really real." It almost pushes you through 
that next door.  

 
 And, the way that their system works, at least here, is that then 

they have to ask some questions, then they have to think about it, 
then a couple months go by, then they're not sure. It's a whole 
different world. I mean, I've been in human services for many, 
many years, and there was something about the way that that stuff 
goes, it was just very different.  

 
 Anyway, I couldn't get a handle on it. I remember thinking that, 

and the fact that with some of my son's needs, it just wouldn't jive 
for him to be in an apartment with a bunch of other people. But, 
for some people, it might be fantastic, you know?  

 



 So, anyway, I think just to go through that process of, like, "Okay, 
this is really real," there's just something to be said for that. It 
really forces you to think about those next steps. And, also, that it's 
not going to happen. They may call your name, but it could still be 
another year once they get things flowing. It's not like in the 
[inaudible 00:58:22] they go, "Okay, your name has been drawn 
for services," or something and it happens within two or three 
months. Not the case for subsidized housing. That's not been my 
experience, anyway. So, definitely get on the list for lots of 
different reasons. Availability, emotional needs, and that it doesn't 
just start happening right away. 

 
Chantal:  And, it does really depend on where you live. So, for example, I 

live in a big city, San Diego. I mean it's not as big as New York, but 
there are a lot of people here. So, Jeremy's been on the housing 
list since he turned 18. He's 25, now, and he's still nowhere near 
the top of the list. Yet, 20 miles away, there are smaller towns. If 
you live in that town and you're on the subsidized housing list, I 
know somebody who got called up within 6 months and was 
offered a really nice apartment. So, it just depends, and that's why 
it's important. Because, no matter where you live, there's different 
access to housing, so you need to be open to getting prepared for 
whatever options are there. And, I think it's a really good point, 
Wendy, what you brought up about making you realize about the 
steps that need to be taken, and the empty nest syndrome, et 
cetera. 

 
Wendy:  Yes. For sure. Okay. Next slide. So, Social Security. A little bit about 

Ticket to Work. There used to be an actual ticket that really is just 
a symbolic document. It's a way to help you get free employment 
services. Different people have the Ticket to Work program. So, it 
could be private companies, public organizations, or VR agencies. 
Some schools help people with their ticket. You can contact 
Maximus, and there are numbers at the end to find out where your 
different networks are.  

 
 Some people might say, "Well, why would I want to have my ticket 

assigned somewhere?" Well, one of the things is there's no medical 
review while the ticket is in use. The program is voluntary. You're 
in charge of your progress. You can select the employment network 
or VR office, and they're supposed to be working for you, or really 
with you, I would say. And, you can change. If you're not satisfied 
with what they're doing, you can change your network as 
necessary.  



 
 And, here are just some points to think about when you're selecting 

and negotiating an employment network. It will help you with skills 
testing, looking at your different interests. They have resume 
preparation or tweaking, mock interviews, job search and 
placement services, work incentive counseling. They tend to work 
with us on those kinds of things. They can provide job coaching or 
other ongoing services.  

 
 Some of the things you want to think about when you're contacting 

an employment network. You want to discuss your work goals and 
your disability as it relates to reaching your work goals. You want 
to ask them about, sorry, about their success rate. I asked that 
once of one of the agencies. They didn't really like that question. 
They didn't answer it. So, that might be a little telling. Then, ask 
them what it is they want to do for you, and what are they 
expecting you to do, so you really have that clear line of 
communication about that partnership.  

 
 When you're selecting an employment network, you might want to 

think about if you feel comfortable there, did they assign you a 
counselor, did you work together to develop to a plan? They're not 
just putting into placement. They're not just saying, "Oh, we just 
put people in maintenance jobs," or whatever their thing that 
they're putting you in. It's really trying to be a little more creative 
and thinking outside the box. Then, really ask yourself if you can 
follow through on the plan. Is it something that's workable and 
doable for you? 

 
 So, that kind of gives an overview of SSI and SSDI, and a little bit 

about work incentives. As I said, I have some fact sheets I can 
share. I certainly want you learn more about work incentives. It's 
definitely a process. You want to connect with your local WIPA 
office. Actually, well that's number three. You want to talk with 
your employment team and show them the different work 
incentives, then to get in touch with your local Work Incentive 
Planning and Assistance office you can go to the 
www.choosework.net.  

 
 Go to the "Find Help" section in the upper-left corner and click on 

that map. You're going to scroll down to the larger map on that 
page and click on the state that you're in. Then, all the WIPA 
offices will be listed there by county or by city. That will help you 
get started.  



 
 Then, also, of course, you want to stay positive, you want to look 

for opportunities, talk to people, let them know that you're thinking 
about work, and keep those conversations going, because you just 
never know who's going to come up with something. I know it gets 
tiring.  

  
 In fact, my son's job at Home Depot, I almost didn't call again, 

because we were trying to get him to get started there a year-and-
a-half ago, and we have a friend that's a manager there from a 
different state. I was like, "I don't want to bother him. I don't want 
to be rejected again." You know, it gets old. Then, look what 
happened. It took two years. I didn't want to check into it, and it 
happened.  

 
 I think one of the things that I'm learning as I approach 50 and my 

son is 20, is it has to be less about my feelings and more about 
what we can do about Quinn and what we can do to help Quinn 
help himself. So, even though my feelings are real, I still have to 
put them aside if I want him to move forward in his life. That has 
been a huge lesson and will continue to be a lesson, because I get 
very frustrated, and you get tired of rejection and you get tired of 
trying things and not having things work out exactly how you want.  

 
 I think that if I can impart a little bit of wisdom on you, that's 

definitely what I would say. Try to put your feelings aside. I think, 
especially when Quinn was younger, I would think so much about 
how all of this affected me, and as I get older, I have to realize 
that it isn't going to be about me anymore, and someday I'm not 
going to be here, and he'll still be here. So, I have to figure out 
how I can be a little more invisible and invite other people into his 
life. He's a guy who is non-speaking and had some pretty intense 
needs. We just continue to try to become smaller and help him 
take more of a lead. That's really complicated. It's really hard. I 
think that's kind of the stuff of life, for us anyway. 

 
 So, a little soapbox there, sorry. Back to the slides. Resources. 

Here's the next call center and Social Security Spotlight website 
which can help you look at different topics that you can search. 
Then, the Redbook, Social Security Redbook, which talks about all 
the different work incentives and highlights SSI and SSDI, they 
now have, just two weeks ago, just posted the 2014 Redbook 
online. They don't have a hard copy yet. But, you can look at that. 



There's my name and number, and that's just my Illinois office. 
And, I think that's it. 

 
Chantal:  Okay. [audio cuts out 01:06:41] 
 
Wendy:  Hello? I'm not hearing anything, Chantal. Hello? Hello? Hello? 
 
Operator:  The moderator has left the conference.  
 
Chantal:  I must have been disconnected. Are you on there? Yes. Okay. This 

is Chantal. We had a little technical challenge with the phones. We 
are back on. I'm going to check on to make sure you can all still 
hear me, here. And, we're still recording. Okay. So, there were 
some questions that came in. I know Wendy got cut off, too. So, 
she's coming back on and she's going to be answering the 
questions in a minute. I'm looking to see because I know some 
people have sent in questions. Some of them have to do with the 
PASS plan and SSDI, as well as wanting to know what an 
employment network in. So, when Wendy gets back on, she's going 
to answer those questions. So, if anybody has any questions right 
now, they can go ahead and send them in. 

 
Wendy:  I'm back on? 
 
Chantal:  Yes. Are you back, Wendy? I'm back. 
 
Wendy:  I'm back. 
 
Chantal:  I'm sorry. I don't know what happened there. But, we are back and 

there are some questions.  
 
Wendy:  Excellent.  
 
Chantal:  Shall I go ahead and ask you some? 
 
Wendy:  Yes, please do. 
 
Chantal:  Okay. So, this is a question about the PASS plan from Mary Jones 

in Seattle, Washington. "I know you said that there are examples 
on the website that you put on there, but can you give us an 
example of how someone can use the PASS plan?" So, I guess she 
wants a more concrete example. 

 



Wendy:  Sure. I'll give you a couple. Let's see. I'll give you a simple one, 
first. Say somebody wants to get an Associate's Degree, and they 
want to save up $4000 to put toward their college education, and 
they're on SSI, and maybe they're over age 22 so they're not going 
to use the student earned income exemption. I mean, they could 
use either/or. So, they no longer qualify for that, so they're setting 
aside that $400 and it's not being used in the calculation for SSI.  

 
 Say you didn't have a PASS plan and you were earning $400, that's 

going to decrease what your SSI monthly amount would be. But, if 
you start a PASS plan and say, "I'm going to put that $400 aside," 
and you get to actually put it into your own account. You just 
cannot touch the money. SSI reserves the right to periodically go in 
and check to make sure the money is there. Sometimes it's a little 
tempting for people. I guess there was some guy that went and 
bought some tuxedo for a dance, or something, and he was like, 
"Oh, I was going to put it right back," and Social Security found out 
that he took that money out, and, you know, he could have had an 
overpayment situation.  

 
 But, anyway, you're putting that money aside. You fill out a form 

that says this is what you want to put it towards. There's a PASS 
cadre in every state. There may be more than one in a state. The 
PASS cadre approves the PASS plan. They may approve it right off 
the bat, or they may say, "I'm a little worried that you're not going 
to be able to live off of, or I'm worried that this plan isn't going to 
work for you," then they just kind of go back and forth with you to 
tweak it. Then, they approve it. Then, you just put that money 
aside in your own separate account that's specifically for your 
vocational goal.  

 
 So, if you're putting aside $400 a month, because that's what 

you're earning, then however long it's going to take you, and I 
forgot what I said now for the community college, $4000, so 10 
months, and you'll have saved that money. Then, you can start 
going to school and start spending it. So, that's a simple example. 

 
 A customized employment example might be somebody who wants 

to do like a business within a business. Maybe they're really into 
the medical field and they want to do resource ownership. So, this 
person says, "I want to buy some scanning equipment, or some 
sort of a medical equipment thing, that's going to make me not 
only a great employee because I'm coming with my own 
equipment, but I'm able to save money toward purchasing that. 



Then, once I'm ready to purchase it, I can have it, and get started 
working in this medical company, and have my own self-
employment situation where I'm in charge of this equipment. So, 
that's kind of an oversimplified version of that. Maybe that's, you 
know, a $1000 piece of technology. Okay? 

 
 Sometimes, people purchase a vehicle in order to get to work. 

Usually, the PASS cadre can figure out if you're just doing that and 
don't have a serious work goal. So, that's the thing that they're 
looking at, is are you really going to use this toward the work goal? 
Okay? 

 
Chantal:  Right. 
 
Wendy:  So, it has to get approved by them. So, hopefully, that's adequate. 

And, again, your WIPA person can work with you on writing that 
and thinking about it. 

 


