
>> The broadcast is now starting.  All attendees are in Listen Only mode. 
 
>> Good afternoon.  I'd like to welcome everyone to today's session, the Pennsylvania Employment First 
series.  We are happy today to have with us Susan Harrell, who is going to be presenting information on 
SSI benefits, "How to Dispel Myths about SSI to Increase Employment Outcomes." 
 
I wanted to provide you with a couple of reminders as we get started today.  Just give me one second to 
make sure that you are all seeing the screen.  Okay.  We are using GoTo Webinar technology, so you 
should have a -- be seeing a control box on your screen.  And you can ask questions in the Enter 
Question box.  We also are recommending that you utilize the telephone for audio, opposed to your 
computer speakers.  We've found that that usually does work better, to use that feature. 
 
Also, if you are having technical difficulty throughout today's webinar, there are a couple suggestions.  
One is to reconnect to the webinar.  As I mentioned, for audio, joining by phone is oftentimes better 
than using your computer's audio system, rebooting your computer or asking for assistance.  You can 
also send us questions if you're having any difficulties, type those in, and we can answer those as we go 
through today's session. 
 
I wanted to let folks know that this webinar is being recorded, and you can find the handouts for today 
following that link.  Let me go ahead and open up that link for you.  It actually takes you to the PaTTAN 
website, just for one second.  On this page, you'll be able to find all of the resources that are part of this 
series.  And if you scroll down to today's session, if you click on the hyperlink there, it'll take you to the 
handout for today, the PowerPoint that we are using.  Also, there is an additional handout that you 
notice, we sent that out, that's a direct link to the Social Security website.  So if you go to that link, 
today's presenter will be making references to that particular handout also. 
 
Okay.  I didn't introduce myself.  I am Michael Stoehr, and I work for the Pennsylvania Department of 
Education Bureau of Special Education, and am part of the state team for our Employment First efforts.  
With me today is also Devon Grant, who's the executive director of the governor's cabinet and Advisory 
Committee for People with Disabilities.  And I'd like to introduce Devon now. 
 
>> Thanks, Michael.  I'd like to welcome everybody to our next to last webinar, here.  We have one more 
remaining in August, so thank you all for participating, and hopefully you've got some good information 
from the different presenters.  Today's presenter is Susan Harrell.  Susan is a senior program manager 
for the Washington Initiative for Supported Employment.  She has worked with an on behalf of people 
with disabilities through direct service, service agency management, and governmental and agency 
consulting since 1985.  She has a specific focus on employment as an essential component, to ensure 
community integration, financial stability and quality of life.  Thank you, Susan, for joining us, and I'll 
hand it off to you. 
 
>> Great, thank you.  I appreciate it.  So my introduction covered my basic history, but I do want to let 
you know that the reason that I speak so much on this topic is -- I speak on a variety of topics, like 
employer engagement, especially large employer engagement, and other job development topics and 
job coaching, and a variety of things around supported employment.  But the reason that I really have 
learned so much and speak so much about public benefits and the way in which work and public benefit 
interact is because I discovered really early on that people with disabilities are often afraid of loss of 
benefits, and that it keeps them from making decisions that might improve their economic well-being, 
because they just don't have the information to be able to address those fears.  So I want to cover today 



some basic ways to communicate about the benefit of going to work, and also talk about some of the 
work incentives that Social Security offers to people.  And I want to let you know that today, I'm only 
covering information about Supplemental Security Income, or SSI, and the related benefit, medical 
benefit, of Medicaid.  And the reason for that is that one hour is simply not long enough to really be able 
to address both Supplemental Security Income, which a vast majority of people with disabilities first 
enter into Social Security cash benefits through, but also there's the other umbrella benefit, which is 
Title II, or Social Security Disability insurance, or Social Security childhood disability benefits, or 
widowers benefits -- so they're benefits that are paid on somebody's record.  Because it's a brief amount 
of time we have today, I'm not covering that other umbrella of benefits today.  I am simply covering 
Supplemental Security Income, again, the benefit that the vast majority of folks with significant 
disabilities first engage with cash benefits through. 
 
>> Susan, I'm not seeing your screen yet, so I don't know if you can just click and show your screen. 
 
>> Yes. 
 
>> There you go. 
 
>> Actually, I was getting through my introduction, before I [INAUDIBLE]. 
 
>> No worries.  You're good.  You're good. 
 
>> So can you see it okay? 
 
>> We sure can. 
 
>> All right, great.  By the way, I welcome questions as we go along.  I will have the capable assistance 
from Michael to be able to get to those questions and answer them.  But I understand that we're 
building a foundation of information for you to be able to share with the people with whom you 
interact, and I'm very happy to answer questions. 
 
So I am a subject matter expert with the Office of Disability and Employment policy, in their special 
Employment First project.  I also do a lot of work around the nation through my employer, the 
Washington Initiative for Supported Employment, where I'm assistant executive director there.  We do a 
whole lot of work on Employment First efforts around the United States. 
 
So my agenda for today is really to get through dispelling some of the misinformation about 
Supplemental Security Income, or SSI.  I want to talk about your role.  And this is going to be a bit 
challenging, because I really don't know the composition of the audience, and I'm hoping that Michael 
will help me cover all potential roles that might be representative of the people that are on this call.  I 
want to talk about using work incentives to create belief in people.  And when I'm talking about belief, I 
really mean belief in themselves, belief in their ability to move beyond the limits that cash benefits keep 
them within, and the ability to really build a life, which is what all of us do.  And we typically do that with 
work as a foundation, being able to ascend in terms of our responsibilities in contributing to the 
community and to our workplace, as well as being able to ascend to higher and higher incomes, and a 
better way of living as a result. 
 



I also want to talk about some work incentives that everyone should know a little bit about.  And we're 
just going to cover a little bit, but hopefully you will be able to utilize the graphics that I provide in order 
to be able to share the information you gain today. 
 
So first of all, I want to really talk about roles.  What can your staff do?  And I think all levels of this, 
stakeholders that are concerned about employment outcomes for folks with disabilities, that individuals 
with significant disabilities need to be sure that they think about the way that they represent 
information, or present information, about benefits.  Often what we find is that the conversation is 
presented as if there's not much you can do, that it is too limiting.  We try to keep people hemmed in 
with this fear that they're going to be moving beyond or lose benefits, rather than being able to 
thoughtfully progress through a process of transferring to more and more economic stability and 
independence.  And if you understand and know about work incentives at all levels, whether you are a 
policymaker, a funder or a direct provider of service, parent or an individual with disabilities, if you 
understand how work incentives work, you begin to realize the Social Security, indeed, does not try to 
keep people from working, or keep people on benefits.  They actually want to provide you with avenues 
that don't represent a total loss of benefits just instantly, as you begin working, and want to provide you 
with a pathway to be able to ascend to great and greater success and better economic self-sufficiency. 
 
So there are some resources that you can use in order to further your knowledge on this topic.  The first 
one is the Social Security Administration's Red Book.  This is a manual that presents good basic 
information about work incentives that are associated with the two main benefits umbrellas that Social 
Security has for people with disabilities.  There's also access that the public has to Social Security's 
policies, and this is a very good place to go if you happen to start thinking about specifics around a work 
incentive, or how something works.  You can run searches and actually read Social Security policy in 
order to further your own learning about this topic.  And believe me, there's a lot to read, a lot to know, 
a lot to learn.  And I use this resource on a frequent basis. 
 
Lately, there's been a lot of chatter about ABLE accounts, which are a way, an economic avenue, for 
people to be able to save money without fearing loss of Social Security or Medicaid benefits.  We're 
going to talk about that very briefly today, but I wanted you to be able to access the site where you can 
learn more about the specifics for your state around ABLE accounts, as well as for other states because 
these are very cool savings vehicles for people that can be accessed from one state to another.  So being 
in Washington State, a person with a disability who would qualify for these savings accounts, I would be 
able to look at what other states offer and utilize their ABLE account if I chose, and if that state allowed 
that. 
 
I also wanted to provide you with information about Social Security's work website, which is another 
way to really take a look at the way that the Social Security Administration views work, and also 
information about the Ticket to Work, which is an avenue for people to have greater access to a variety 
of folks that can help them to get to employment.  And there's also the Disability Benefits 101 website, 
which may provide you with some information about the work incentive and the disability benefits. 
 
So knowing those things is one of the primary things that your staff can do.  And at the end, I'm going to 
give you some information about helping people get specific benefits information for their situation, and 
where you can access that in your state.  That is another really handy thing to know so that you can help 
people to get the information that will help them to be able to understand their benefits, help them to 
be able to make informed choice when they're encountering options for employment, and options for 



promotion, and ultimately to try to move folks into a way of thinking that feels more like that they can 
do, rather than what they can't do. 
 
So first of all, I want to say that people on SSI, a single individual gets $735 from the federal benefits 
rate; that's the maximum amount that an individual can get.  That's below the poverty level.  The 
poverty level is $990.  Supplemental Security Income is really built or intended to keep people able to 
pay for their basic needs.  And I don't know about you, but when I looked at $735, that seems really 
challenging to be able to pay for my basic needs of food and shelter with that limited amount of income.  
And in fact, that low amount of benefit, that keeps people in a place where they need to search for low 
income housing.  They need to search for food assistance.  They've got to be able to connect the means 
and mechanisms, sharing households with people, doing all kinds of things to be able to just take care of 
their basic needs.  Really, the only way that people can have more when they're on Supplemental 
Security Income is to work. 
 
So I wanted to first give you an example -- and Michael, please let me know if this is hard to see -- I 
wanted to give an example of the way in which somebody earning $800 a month in gross wages, how 
much money they would have overall when they also have Supplemental Security Income.  Can you see 
this visual okay, Michael? 
 
>> Actually, if you could, I think what we're seeing is your screen -- I don't know if you could change your 
display settings to, like, a full screen, or duplicate slide maybe, see what that does. 
 
>> Let's see if I can go back to -- from the beginning, and -- 
 
>> Yeah, see what that does.  We were seeing, like, a split screen.  It wasn't real large on the screen. 
 
>> Yeah.  All right.  Now I'm having trouble getting it to even resume.  I wonder if I can make this -- I am 
so sorry about this -- 
 
>> Oh no, that's okay, no worries.  The other thing that you could do that would, that could make it 
larger, if you kind of reduce your panel slides and then just go to that -- yeah. 
 
>> All right, how about that? 
 
>> That's better.  And then just go to the last slide that you were on.  That should work. 
 
>> All right, thank you for your assistance. 
 
>> And if you could, down below where you're percentage that we're viewing is -- yeah, take that to 
100, and that's -- 
 
>> Okay, we'll take it piece by piece here. 
 
>> Okay.  That's fantastic.  That works. 
 
>> All right.  Okay.  My apologies again for that.  It's always a trick when you're trying to present in these 
formats.  So this is an example of somebody on SSI that gets a job that pays $800 per month in gross 
wages.  And I'm going to take you through the way that Social Security considers this income, and the 



kinds of exclusions that they provide.  And again, there's a lot of discussion that can go along with this, 
but I wanted to provide you with at least a graphic so that you would be able to understand how this 
works, and be able to show people. 
 
So in this case, there is something called the General Exclusion that Social Security will allow to be 
provided to any source of income up to that full $20 General Exclusion, one time per month.  So in this 
case, we could exclude $20 off of the $800 in gross wages, which brings us to $780.  Then there's 
something called an Earned Income Exclusion that can be applied to earnings.  And in this case, because 
the person earned this money, we can apply this exclusion of $65, which brings us to a subtotal of $715.  
Now, those two exclusions, the $20 and $65, those really are not that significant, a total of $85 off of the 
gross income that somebody earns.  But the next Earned Income Exclusion makes a substantial 
difference.  It's a one-half Earned Income Exclusion, so you divide that subtotal of $715 by two, which 
brings us to countable income of $357.50.  Now, if I go over to the right side of my screen, I can figure 
out much Social Security would be remaining after I applied this countable income.  So $357.50 would 
come off of the SSI full benefit rate of $735, and that means that the person's adjusted SSI amount 
would be $377.50. 
 
Now, I can tell you that when I first started working as a manager of an employment program, I created 
an individual employment program back in 1985.  When I was in the first few years of providing service, 
what I often encountered is that people would want to quit their jobs after their SSI check had been 
adjusted.  And this would be a few months in, like, the third month.  They would call me and say they 
wanted to quit working, because Social Security didn't want them to work.  And it was hard for me to 
understand what was going on with their check, because they'd be reporting their income in the first 
month, and there would be a two-month lag in when that income would be -- accountable income 
would be reduced from their SSI check.  And then when they say, "Well, I'm only getting $377.50," I 
wasn't really looking at the whole picture to help them understand what was going on with their 
income.  But once I began to understand this, I could explain to them that what they had in total income 
-- I'm sorry, I think I went to the next side -- what they had in total income with that $800 in gross 
earnings and the $377.50 from their SSI adjusted check is a total of $1177.50.  So just earning a gross 
wage of $800 per month, it pushed them over that poverty level that we discussed.  That's significant for 
people who really have very little, to have several hundred dollars more each month to be able to apply 
to things.  It really does make a difference, and it's an avenue out of poverty. 
 
This next example I want to give is about a student.  There is this really interesting work incentive that 
Social Security has for students that are under the age of 22 that are still in school of some type, like 
connected to a transition program in a college atmosphere, a technical college atmosphere -- 
somewhere where they are seen as a full-time student.  When they work, they are able to use this thing 
called the Student Earned Income Exclusion that is a really exciting work incentive to get young people 
into a place where they explore work early on.  And I just want to show you in this little starred box 
down here at the bottom, that what the Student Earned Income Exclusion does is allow the qualifying 
student to be able to exclude up to $1,790 per month in gross wages, up to $7,200 per year maximum, 
not have it reduced from their SSI check at all.  So it allows them to pocket thousands of dollars each 
year, the full-time student that is working; a great benefit that they wouldn't have once they get past 
the age of 22.  So I think this is an important and underutilized work incentive.  We don't talk a lot to 
young people about utilizing this.  However, there is such a huge focus on getting people with 
disabilities, and moreover people with significant disabilities, into work earlier on.  We really need to be 
familiar with this work incentive to say, not only is it great for you to be able to explore work early on 



because it builds your resume, but it also will build your savings, your ABLE account, to be able to 
exclude this money when you are a qualified student. 
 
So let's say that this person has that $800 per month income that we had in the previous slide, and that 
they are a qualifying student.  So we can apply the student's Earned Income Exclusion, which means that 
the full $800 is something they're able to pocket, it's not turned into countable income.  So we don't 
need to apply any of these other exclusions or work incentives.  Their total countable income is going to 
be $0 when it comes to the SSI benefit rate.  So they get to keep their whole SSI check of $735, and in 
the end, their total countable income, then, is the $800 in gross wages and $735 in SSI, which means 
that they have a total of $1,535.  Again, a really good reason to get people to working early.  They really 
benefit greatly from this. 
 
Now, I have to say that if you want people to be able to use the Student Earned Income Exclusion, they 
need to be between the ages of 18 and 22, under 22.  They have to notify Social Security that they are, 
indeed, a student who is working, and they have to be able to have verification of that.  So in other 
words, their school maybe contacted to verify that they are, indeed, a full-time student that qualifies for 
this.  Or there are some standards and policies for students that are home-schooled as well, to qualify 
for this Student Earned Income Exclusion.  But it's not something where Social Security just notices, oh, 
this person is 19 or 20, and they're working, I think we should check and see if they're a student.  Social 
Security actually needs to be notified by the individual about this situation so they can take advantage of 
this work incentive. 
 
So I've covered several work incentives at this point, if you think about the $65 Earned Income Exclusion 
and the additional one-half Earned Income Exclusion that we talked about, and if you think about the 
Student Earned Income Exclusion that we also discussed.  Now I want to talk to you a little bit about 
something that's called the Plan for Achieving Self-Support, or a PASS plan.  A PASS plan is a work 
incentive that allows an individual who is on SSI, or who becomes eligible for SSI, to set aside their 
countable income or resources in order to save towards a vocational goal.  When I say, "save towards a 
vocational goal," I think one of the most obvious thoughts about that would be that I want education, 
and I need education, to be able to become a dental assistant, so it's going to take me two years' of 
school.  I'm going to work and I'm going to set aside my countable income, and I have this plan with 
Social Security to be able to be taking classes while I continue to work part-time and go to school.  Now, 
that's an obvious one.  But a PASS plan, a Plan for Achieving Self-Support, can also help somebody pay 
for job coaching, for clothing, for the equipment or supplies they need to be able to go to work.  Maybe 
it is just two brief classes and buying a computer that allows them to utilize voice activated software to 
be able to earn and perform reception duties -- there could be a variety of things that you do with a 
PASS plan.  They key here is that the individual needs to be able to be eligible for SSI, or to become 
eligible for SSI, and they need to be able to be very clear about what their vocational goal is, and what 
are the steps that they're going to take to be able to achieve their vocational goal.  It has to be 
reasonable, it has to be something that makes sense.  And the things that they purchase need to really 
be associated with achieving that goal. 
 
The PASS plan, the Plan for Achieving Self-Support, also is time-limited.  Now, there's not really super-
specific limits around time.  It is really mostly about a plan that makes sense for the person to continue 
to ascend towards their vocational goal, and that there's a timeframe attached to when they will 
achieve their vocational goal.  So there have been times that I've built job coaching into PASS plans.  You 
would think, well, once the person gets the job, they've achieved their vocational goal.  But a piece of 
what I wrote into the PASS plan was that the job coaching, that initial really intensive job coaching that 



went on for several months for an individual, was necessarily for them to achieve the kind of 
independence they were going to need to be able to achieve, to be able to get to the skill level they 
need to be able to get to in order to sustain that employment.  So their PASS plan went well beyond 
when they first started the job. 
 
So I'm going to tell you a little bit about the way in which a PASS plan can work, for instance for this 
individual, that has $800 per month in gross income.  Let's say this is an individual that no longer is 
utilizing the Student Earned Income Exclusion.  What we do is just as we did in our very first example.  
We apply the General Exclusion that one time per month, $20 you can apply to any source of income.  
And that brings us to that $780.  We apply the Earned Income Exclusion of $65, and then we apply the 
half Earned Income Exclusion, which means that you divide it by two.  That means that the person had 
$357.50 in countable income, which they could set aside in a PASS account.  When I say "PASS account," 
I think some people think that this is some kind of a savings vehicle that's different than what you 
customarily might access.  In fact, a PASS account is really a separate bank account that people set up so 
that it's easily trackable to Social Security, that the person is putting in the right amount of money, that 
the right amount of money is going out to pay for the expenses.  And in addition, the individual needs to 
be keeping good records about what they purchase, so any copies of checks and receipts and the kinds 
of things that would pass the sniff test if they were to be audited for compliance with their Plans for 
Achieving Self-Support.  And the frequency of the auditing by Social Security, or the oversight of Social 
Security, varies around the country.  But you could be assured that Social Security has the ability to take 
a look at that account, or the information you've been collecting on request at any time.  And that's a 
part of a [INAUDIBLE] that you make in applying for a PASS plan, is that you will provide them with 
access to the information.  So managing these is very important. 
 
So a person puts away that $357.50 into their PASS account, and what happens then is that they get 
their full SSI benefit check, as you can see on the right side of the screen.  That $735 is no longer 
reduced by countable income.  And the reason is that the person is utilizing their countable income to 
achieve the Social Security-approved plan that includes a vocational goal.  So it's no longer available, 
that money.  That $357.50 is no longer available to them to be able to pay for their basic needs.  So their 
SSI check goes right back up to $735 a month. 
 
We're looking at total income.  This is where people sometimes get confused.  But in reality, this looks 
exactly like that first example that I gave you, that the person has $800 a month in wages.  But instead 
of that $357.50 in countable income that Social Security normally would have reduced from their SSI 
check being applied there, it is taken out and put into a separate bank account, and held to pay for those 
vocational expenses, which means that the person's wage income that is remaining after they set aside 
the money in their PASS account, plus their SSI check, is still that $1,177.50, that's the first example the 
first person had, that I showed you today.  But the best thing about this, though, they would have lost 
this money anyway, it would have been countable and reduced from their SSI check.  But now they're 
able to put it in their separate bank account and accrue the money to pay for expenses to achieve a 
vocational goal.  If they do that, if they put $357.50 aside for 12 months, they end up with over $4,000 
that they can utilize to be able to support them in achieving that vocational goal, be able to pay for the 
expenses that they have spelled out in their PASS plan to get to a vocational goal. 
 
Now, at this point, I want to just check back in with Michael.  I realize that we will have some space in 
time at the end to also answer questions, but I wonder if there are any questions that are coming 
through that I should answer now, in going back to what I've already covered. 
 



>> We are good right now, Susan.  Oh, actually, there is a question that just came in: Can self-
employment count as a job or employment? 
 
>> Yes it can.  Yes, it can.  Now, just be aware, that with a Plan for Achieving Self-Support that you will 
need to be able to provide information that shows that you've truly set up, or are setting up, a business.  
So it's very important for you to be able to provide the information necessary.  And my recommendation 
would be that if you have an individual that is interested in a Plan for Achieving Self-Support, that you 
connect up with a Work Incentive Planning and Assistance Program in your state to do benefits 
planning, and help them to understand the requirements, because there are, I think, I don't know, 14 
requirements for a PASS plan, and a multi-page application that needs to be completed.  So it's really 
important to connect up with somebody that can help the individual walk through this process.  I'm 
going to provide you with that resource at the end of today's presentation. 
 
>> And just a suggestion, you may want to try to reduce your screen to 85 percent.  We might be able to 
see your whole slide.  Just a thought. 
 
>> All right, I will try that.  Well, it's a little bit closer.  I don't want to get too small. 
 
>> Right.  That looks good. 
 
>> Okay.  So this next work incentive that I want to talk about -- and I guess before I get into this next 
slide, I want to tell you that presenting in this format can be really challenging.  And part of the reason 
that I created these graphics, is that I understand that it's very hard to really gain a full sense of how 
Social Security works.  It seems like it's a mystery to people.  And when you do calculations, adding math 
to the equation, so to speak, no pun intended, it's confusing to people.  And often, people when they're 
trying to hear how something works, and then they look at the mathematical piece of it, some 
calculations for how it works, it can become really confusing.  So really, I created these slides in order for 
you to be able to examine and go over the information, and be able to really grasp it yourself by using 
your own examples, for instance, by practicing this with people that you're working with, people that 
you know, so that you begin to build your foundation of knowledge on this topic.  And I always welcome 
input about better ways to explain this, because Social Security is complicated.  And I think that really, if 
it was simple, I wouldn't have the amount of work that I have.  It's why folks like me and folks like the 
work incentive planning your assistance programs are around, it's super complex.  So feel free to contact 
me after today's presentation if you have questions.  Feel free to ask questions.  And please, utilize 
these in explaining how something works for the people that you're interacting with as well.  I'm happy 
to have you share them. 
 
So this next slide is about Impairment Related Work Expenses, and how that works when somebody is 
on SSI.  Impairment Related Work Expenses are expenses that an individual has that are related to their 
job, to their work, and they are also related to their impairment.  So I always think about this as sort of 
like the bow on parachutes, you know, the way that you tie something together, that you've had these 
two different loops that you need to be able to encompass in the whole situation.  So if you have 
somebody that is currently working that needs a piece of equipment or a service to be able to work, and 
they are paying for that expense out-of-pocket, and you can clearly see that the reason they need it is 
because of their impairment, then they can utilize an Impairment Related Work Expense.  And it's 
possible to utilize these with other Social Security benefits beyond Supplemental Security Income, or SSI.  
But for this situation, for today, I'm covering how this works with Supplemental Security Income. 
 



So let's say that the individual who has $800 in gross wages each month, they need to be able to pay for 
job coaching themselves.  And the amount, for several hours a month, the amount for the job coaching 
is $300 each month.  So they go to Social Security, they let them know that they have a significant 
disability that would qualify them to be able to need job coaching; the expense needs to be something 
that would be clearly tied to their impairment.  And the expense needs to be reasonable.  So they 
explain to Social Security what they'll be getting, who they'll be hiring, that this is a customary expense.  
And Social Security, the local representative says, okay, we're going to approve you for an Impairment 
Related Work Expense.  Please start sending in your receipts with your pay stub. 
 
So the individual has got the service, starts paying for the job coaching, and gross wages of $800 per 
month.  And we're going to go through and apply the exclusions that I've applied in the other slide; the 
$20 General Exclusion, the $65 Earned Income Exclusion, and right after I apply that $65 Earned Income 
Exclusion, I can apply the Impairment Related Work Expenses of $300 for job coaching.  Now, where I 
insert this in the equation, where Social Security requires that I insert the Impairment Related Work 
Expense, means that an individual who's paying $300 for job coaching will recoup half of that in an 
increased SSI check amount, or up to half of it, depending on how much they're eligible to receive from 
SSI.  So in this case, we're going to apply that $300 Impairment Related Work Expenses, and then we're 
going to apply that one-half Earned Income Exclusion -- we divide by two -- and the total countable 
income, at this point, is $207.50.  So I don't know if you remember this, but the countable income in the 
other slides where there weren't additional work incentives was $357.50 without that IRWE.  So exactly 
$150 more in countable income that was reduced from the SSI check, when the IRWE wasn't in place. 
 
So the full SSI benefit rate of $735 for an individual, we minus the countable income, the $207.50, and 
then the adjusted SSI amount is $527.50, with the IRWE in place.  So the total countable income is $800 
plus $527.50 in SSI, which brings us to $1,327.50.  But remember, in addition, the person has to be 
paying that $300 Impairment Related Work Expense.  And just briefly, I want to tell you that Impairment 
Related Work Expenses are not my favorite work incentive for people on SSI.  I like to try to figure out a 
different way, if possible.  However, there are times that an individual really needs [INAUDIBLE], and 
can't access it any other way.  And it does make sense, if they're going to pay for it anyway, that you go 
ahead and utilize this work incentive, so that at least they can try to recoup what they've paid out, part 
of the expenses they've incurred, in additional SSI benefits.  This could apply to a medication that helps 
an individual be able to work.  It could apply to personal care kinds of services that help them to get 
ready for work, or come home and get back into their home life from work, or the kinds of care services 
that help a person to be able to eat their lunch in the middle of the work day.  There are lots and lots of 
examples of Impairment Related Work Expenses beyond medical equipment that isn't covered by any 
other means.  And you can find a good list of Impairment Related Work Expenses in Social Security's Red 
Book at that reference that I gave you at the beginning of the slide show today. 
 
So I wanted to go through what the comparison of these work incentives is, because I really think that I 
could show you, in a kind of different way, for some of you, the way that you think about it is, just give 
me the [INAUDIBLE] in a table that I can see side-by-side exactly what happens, if I don't apply any work 
incentive other than the typical $65 Earned Income Exclusion and the one-half Earned Income Exclusion.  
So this top line in this table, it shows what that first slide showed you, which is that the total income 
that somebody had with no additional work incentives was $1,177.50.  Now, the next line shows you 
that if an individual's able to apply the Student Earned Income Exclusion to their income in that $800 
gross wage scenario, that their total income is $1,535.  The next line is if I use the PASS, the Plan for 
Achieving Self-Support, where the person saves for a vocational goal, and that they have, with $800 in 
gross wages, they have total income of $1,177.50, plus they have a Plan for Achieving Self-Support set 



aside of $357.50.  And the final line is this Impairment Related Work Expense that we just talked about, 
where the person's paying $300 for such an expense.  And their total income is $1,327.50.  But we do 
have to deduct the early cost of $300 from that. 
 
So I also gave you, at the very bottom of this, the abbreviations, and what they mean.  So if this works 
better for you, this kind of a format, that's great.  If you feel like the graphics work better for you, and 
you're able to explain things to people that are considering work better using those graphics, that's 
great.  You can utilize whatever works best for you. 
 
So I want to talk to you about Three Wishes Granted, the things that are available to people that are a 
really big deal.  Now, I think there's lots of them, but if I were to try to boil it down, there are several 
things that I think are super important to individuals with disabilities.  One is, they need a way to get 
back on cash benefits if things don't work out.  There's a thing called the Expedited Reinstatement of 
Benefits, or EXR, that Social Security has, that really states that an individual can get back on benefits 
without having to complete a new application within five years from the month that benefits ended.  So 
this is an important work incentive as well, because it helps to assure people that all is not lost if things 
don't work out; they would be able to go back to Social Security, really through a back door within that 
five-year period, and say, I need benefits again. 
 
The next wish, a way to maintain precious Medicaid benefits, because Medicaid is associated with SSI.  
And Medicaid is so important to people.  One of the coolest work incentives, in my opinion, is called 
1619(b) Medicaid.  And what it does is, it allows a person to maintain a connection to SSI and Medicaid, 
even if their income is two or more times higher than the SSI cash amount originally received.  Now, in 
this example, I wanted to take you to 1619(b) information, and take a look at what it says for your state 
for this year.  So Pennsylvania, what this says is that a person can make up to $37,567 and maintain their 
connection to SSI by maintaining this 1619(b) Medicaid.  So they can keep their Medicaid if their work is 
reduced to such a point that they would be eligible for a payment, an SSI cash payment again.  Let's say 
that they are laid off, they're able to immediately get back on the cash benefit portion, because they 
have not had their SSI program ended.  They have maintained the tie to SSI by being able to stay on the 
1619(b) Medicaid program.  Again, a really, really powerful work incentive, when people are saying to 
you, "I have been told that if I go to work I'm going to lose my Medicaid."  Oh my gosh, no.  You can 
make a lot of money and still be able to maintain your tie to SSI and stay on Medicaid.  Super important. 
 
There are also Medicaid buy-ins in states.  Now, this is something that I researched before I got on the 
call.  I'm hoping maybe Michael or Devon can tell me if you have a Medicaid buy-in in the State of 
Pennsylvania?  Do you either of you know? 
 
>> Yeah, this is Devon.  I think we do have something, probably MAWD, Medical Assistance for Workers 
with Disabilities.  I think that might be that piece of it. 
 
>> Yeah.  Yeah.  Great.  And really, what this does, it's an additional work incentive that was provided.  
Often states utilize access through programs set up by Ticket to Work, a legislation that was passed in, I 
believe, 1999.  This allows people who otherwise would lose Medicaid if they are working and meet 
certain criteria, they would be able to pay a premium and receive coverage for Medicaid. 
 
The last thing, the third wish I want to talk about is a way to save money and not risk eligibility for 
benefits.  There are these things called ABLE accounts, Achieving a Better Life Experience, I think is the 
last -- Achieving a Better Life Experience Account, which allows people to save up to $14,000 per year, 



up to $100,000 total, and not risk losing SSI.  They will be able to still maintain their SSI benefit.  Now, if 
they go over $100,000 in an ABLE account, then they wouldn't be eligible for SSI cash that they could 
maintain Medicaid.  So this is a really, really important benefit that was set up through federal 
legislation a few years back, and this page that I gave you the link to on the side provides you with 
information about how it works.  I want to click on Pennsylvania.  There's open enrollment for 
Pennsylvania right now.  You can see the total annual contribution limit is $14,000.  And I told you that if 
you save more than $100,000, then you wouldn't be eligible for SSI cash benefits, but you still maintain 
eligibility for Medicaid.  The account limit with this Achieving a Better Life Experience savings program, is 
$511,758.  So this is a program that would be available to people who qualify.  They need to have had 
the disability before the age of 26; it does not mean that they need to be under 26 now.  But folks who 
are on Social Security benefits that sustain their disability before the age of 26 are really a shoe-in for 
these ABLE account programs.  And you might want to direct folks to that. 
 
So you know, really, I just want to leave you with a few other pieces of information; one is to really 
consider, because people have to figure out how to apply information to their own work, but to think 
about how you make understanding work incentives a piece of your Employment First efforts, because I 
can assure you that public benefits, loss of public benefits is one of the key barriers to people.  It's that 
fear is one of the key barriers to people achieving employment.  So really thinking about what you can 
do, how you can make understanding work incentives a part of your efforts is really important.  Another 
is to think about what dollars can be used to support staff at all levels, whether you're in an agency that 
provides the service, whether you're a funder, or you're a policymaker -- how do you use dollars that 
you might have available to support staff at all levels of interaction with Employment First efforts really 
understanding work incentives?  And then can WIOA, W-I-O-A partners, reach out to community 
organizations and credit unions that provide financial information, or financial literacy training, to 
include work incentive information?  Because the more that we can get public entities to partner with us 
in our efforts to support individuals with disabilities in understanding how Social Security works and how 
other public benefits work, the better off we're going to be, because it really does take a village in order 
to address these fears and concerns. 
 
I'm going to turn it back to Michael for questions in just a moment here, but I did want to provide you 
with one other piece of information.  And that is a way to get to these community work incentive 
coordinators that are part of work incentive planning assistance programs to gain better information for 
specific individuals around specific questions and situations concerning work.  So this particular page is 
one that I didn't provide a link to, and I'm wondering if I can just put it in the Chat Box for folks, Michael?  
But I do want to show you, I want to flip through this page a little bit and show you that you have ample 
resources to connect to in getting information, and it's individualized to address people's fears.  So it's 
broken out by region for your state.  And Michael, can I put this in the Chat Box and share it with folks? 
 
>> Yeah, you should be able to just click into it, that's fine.  That works. 
 
>> Okay, great.  So I'm going to try to find my icon for the webinar, and then I'll just open it up for 
questions for this last little bit. 
 
>> Okay.  We did have a few extra questions.  A question came in: If someone else is paying for the job 
coaching, can the individual still use this as an exclusion? 
 



>> No.  It has to be an expense that is incurred by the individual.  It doesn't mean that the individual 
needs to pay for it prior to being able to say, I have incurred this, and it should count.  But ultimately, 
they have to be the sole party that's responsible for that expense. 
 
>> Okay. 
 
>> Michael, before we go to the next question, can you tell me how to get back to GoTo Meeting from 
my screen? 
 
>> Oh, that is a good question.  You should just be able to get to the control panel.  Try -- yeah.  Hmm.  I 
actually, if you go back to that link, I can type it into the -- if you go back into that link, I can type it into 
the box, too.  I'll just do that. 
 
>> How about if I -- oh, yeah, let's do it that way.  I'll just leave it up. 
 
>> I can just type it in, that's fine.  I can do that.  Okay, another question that came in, and you already 
kind of answered this, but:  Is the listing of the allowable IRWE types that are available, and where to 
find it? 
 
>> Mm-hmm.  Uh-huh.  Social Security Red Book, there's a link at the very beginning of my presentation 
where it talks about resources, the Social Security Red Book, I believe, is the very first one that I 
provided you today. 
 
>> Okay, great.  Great, great, great.  And:  Can you go to a local Social Security office to do calculations 
for individuals when trying to compute the incentives?  Or would you recommend working through a 
work incentives coordinator? 
 
>> I think it all depends on how complex the situation is.  So if a person is on more than SSI, or if you're 
trying to apply more than just the basic work incentives, I would recommend that you contact 
somebody through the Work Incentive Planning and Assistance Program from this page that's on my 
screen right now.  But Social Security is available to answer basic questions, and they are getting better 
and better about having information about disability benefits.  They even have specialists in every local 
office that should be available to answer questions that are specific to disability benefits.  I think the 
issue is, is that you can't assure that every single rep you encounter has that full understanding.  So it's 
often best to get assistance for somebody who's been specifically trained in how these work incentives 
work for people with disability benefits, which means connecting with the public partners. 
 
By the way, these programs that I'm showing you on this page, they are funded by Social Security, which 
really is an indicator that Social Security is well aware that the more information that is broken down in 
a way that people can understand it is individualized, it's really necessary to get the word out, to 
support individuals, that their local offices can't do it on their own.  So I guess what I'd say is, it just 
depends.  You can try it first.  And if it doesn't seem like you're getting the information you need, you 
can go to a community work incentive coordinator.  I don't know what the wait times are for the 
programs that are available to you, versus the wait times in your local Social Security office.  So 
sometimes it may be that you need the information so rapidly, you just go to the most responsive 
source first. 
 



>> Right.  And the other thing, too, with our work incentive coordinators in our state, I know that they 
are willing to work for kids that are still in school, that they can come into schools, they can work 
directly with students.  That is something that I know with AHEDD and with Goodwill Keystone that they 
do.  So that's just something else to throw out there.  I know that they really do try to get the word out, 
and make this as easy for folks as possible. 
 
A question came in regarding what your suggestion is, to have an individual report their earnings to 
Social Security.  What suggestion? 
 
>> Oh.  Well, there are a variety of ways to report.  And for folks that are on SSI, Social Security has an 
app that's available for wage reporting, interestingly enough.  However, that would depend on the 
individual having some kind of a smart device to download the app and be able to do that.  There's also 
a phone-in number where they can report their wages, or ultimately they could photocopy their pay 
stubs, send the originals to Social Security, and report that way, or by dropping it off at the office. 
 
My recommendation is that whatever way you choose to report, which is entirely up to you, or 
whatever way the individual chooses to report, that they also keep a notebook.  And this was suggested 
by a regional manager of Centers for Medicare and Medicaid to me many years ago; best suggestion I 
ever got for record-keeping.  That is, to use college-ruled spiral notebooks, buy them by the box load.  
And individuals put the date that they started it, and they flip it open, get out their roll of tape, and for 
the first pay stub, they tape the pay stub in there, put the date that they set it in, or the date they called 
it in, or reported on the app.  Then flip to the next page.  If they have a phone call with Social Security, 
they put the date, who they talked to, and what they talked about.  Flip the page.  They get a letter from 
Social Security or from a Medicaid agency, they take that letter and what they did on the next page.  
And so on and so forth, until that notebook is filled.  Then they put the fill date on the front of the 
notebook, put it on a shelf, and get the next spiral bound notebook out.  This is because recorded 
keeping for the individual is the best way to stay out of trouble. 
 
If they can show consistent effort in the way in which they monitor how they record keep to Social 
Security, they can get out of tens of thousands of dollars in overpayment of benefits, proving that they 
actually reported and did what they should have done.  So record-keeping is a super important thing.  
Usually what we find is, people stuff things all over their house and in shoe boxes and stacks.  And when 
it comes time to prove that they did something, they can't locate the proof.  This is the cleanest, easiest 
way.  And however you have people report, please help them find a system like this one to be able to be 
really clear about what they did when they need to prove it. 
 
>> Another question: Is the individual work-related expense capped at $300 per month? 
 
>> Oh, no no.  Actually, you can report one that is quite large, or you could even prorate one that's quite 
large across an entire year.  Like, you buy something super expensive, you could prorate it across the 
whole year to get the most benefit out of it.  The key here, though, is that you will never get more than 
$735 in an SSI payment.  So the real limit is, if you've capped out that full payment, that full $735, by 
utilizing an Impairment Related Work Expense and other work incentives, you don't gain much benefits.  
You can't continue on to it.  So if I report a $5,000 Impairment Related Work Expense, the most I can get 
back in my SSI during that month is $735.  So it's good to be very strategic about the way in which you 
report, if you buy larger items. 
 



>> Final question: If these incentives are to achieve independence, how long can an individual receive 
the incentives before they're considered independent, and cannot receive SSI? 
 
>> Ah, well, SSI is actually about basic needs.  So you can maintain eligibility to SSI just through 1619(b) 
Medicaid forever, at this point, right, unless something changes legislatively.  However, the Plan for 
Achieving Self-Support is the one work incentive that you cannot continue to apply beyond the point 
where you achieve some level of independence.  And that's because it is a time-limited work incentive.  
The Impairment Related Work Incentive, though, is not.  As long as you have the impairment, you have 
the expense, and it's work-related, you can use an Impairment Related Work Expense.  Same with the 
Earned Income Exclusion, and the one-half Earned Income Exclusion.  Those exclusions, those work 
incentives, can continue on.  And it's not like people -- and the place where people end up, quote-
unquote, "losing" SSI cash benefit is when they have made more than two times the SSI cash benefit 
amount.  And even then, as I showed you with Pennsylvania's 1619(b) Medicaid extension, they could 
earn up to $37,000, actually a little more than $37,000 a year, and maintain their eligibility for SSI, 
should their income fall below a level that makes it possible for them to at least achieve $1 in SSI cash 
payment after you apply the work incentives that I showed you. 
 
So the important thing is, is that most of these are not time-limited, the Plan for Achieving Self-Support 
is the only one that has a time limit, and it's sort of a nebulous limit.  It's about getting the person to 
achieve their vocational goal at some level of independence. 
 
>> The only other question that came in was regarding the PowerPoint, and I pulled back the cover slide.  
If you follow that link, or you go to the PaTTAN website, you can find the handouts for today.  As I 
mentioned at the beginning, we are also recording today's session.  It takes about two to three weeks 
before we're able to post.  We have the presentation closed captioned, and then it will be posted.  Then 
what we're going to do is post the other documents that Susan talked about, along with the PowerPoint.  
So, folks, you can have access to those.  But give us a couple of weeks to look for those.  And Susan, that 
is the end of the questions that we had. 
 
I wanted to just express thank you for presenting.  It was really clear.  I've heard this presentation in 
various forms over the years, and your slides were great.  I think you really made it easy to understand. 
 
>> Oh, good.  I'm happy to hear that. 
 
>> Devon, I don't know if you have any closing comments. 
 
>> No, I'll just echo Michael's comments.  That was a very good, concise presentation on that topic.  I 
think like Michael said, it make it really easy to take it, and then move forward and share it with the 
people we work with.  So thank you for that. 
 
>> You're very welcome. 
 
>> All right, thanks, Susan. 
 
>> Thank you. 
 
>> Thank you to the folks who joined us.  We had over 200 folks on today's webinar.  Thank you all.  Just 
as a reminder, next month is our last webinar in this series -- let me just pop it up on the screen.  Just as 



a reminder, on August 22nd, it's a presentation on mental health.  And again, thank you for joining us 
today. 
 
>> Thank you. 
 
>> Thank you. 
 


