Youth Employment Solutions

Project YES!

Systems Change Goals, Activities, and Outcomes
The Youth Employment Solutions project is a subcontract of Nebraska’s Centers for Medicare and Medicaid funded Medicaid Infrastructure Grant.  The purpose of Youth Employment Solutions is to increase, through systems change, the competitive employment of Nebraska’s Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), and Childhood Disability Benefits (CDB) eligible youth who are transitioning from school to adulthood.  The Youth Employment Solutions project is also called Project YES!
Youth Employment Solutions project activities were designed to help transition stakeholders:

(1) promote competitive employment opportunities for Nebraska’s SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth with disabilities,

(2) understand how Nebraska’s SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth with disabilities can continue to receive Medicaid benefits and personal assistance services once employed,

(3) understand how Nebraska’s SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth with disabilities can use employment support programs to access employment, and 

(4) work collaboratively to help Nebraska’s SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth with disabilities to overcome other barriers to employment.

The original Youth Employment Solutions agreement between the State of Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) Finance and Support Division and Easter Seals Nebraska was signed by DHHS on May 9, 2005 and by Easter Seals Nebraska on May 24, 2005.  The contract period is January 1, 2005 through December 31, 2008.  The funding level for Youth Employment Solutions is $168,000 per year.

Goals stated in the original contract were:

Goal #1: Train local teams on work incentives for transitioning youth.  Teams would consist of Health and Human Services workers, students/families, Vocational Rehabilitation, Social Security Liaison, and Transition Educators.

Goal #2: State level internal team will continue to support the project activities and act as the governing team.  The team will consist of Community Based Services for Aging and People with Disabilities, Vocational Rehabilitation, Department of Education, Parent Training Institute, Nebraska Planning Council on Developmental Disabilities, and Social Security Administration Work Incentive Liaison.

Goal #3: Benefits Analysis Outreaching and Planning Services for at least 5 youth receiving or eligible to receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), or Childhood Disability Benefits (CDB) in the Lincoln, Hastings, and North Platte area.

The Community Teams

Four local community teams were recruited in North Platte, the tri-cities (including Kearney, Grand Island, and Hastings), York, and Lincoln.  The teams included representatives from:

· DHHS/Economic Assistance

· DHHS/Developmental Disabilities Services Coordination

· Vocational Rehabilitation

· the Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired

· the Social Security Administration

· local public schools

· the Department of Labor

· Behavioral Health

· the Nebraska Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing

· DHHS/Medicaid Infrastructure Grant staff

· Easter Seals Nebraska/Project YES staff

Brief awareness training sessions were provided during each monthly team meeting to increase awareness of SSI, SSDI, and CDB benefits; Medicaid and Medicare benefits; and the state and federal work incentive programs that are available to support young adults who are transitioning to competitive employment including Medicaid Insurance for Workers with Disabilities (MIWD).  Other state and federal initiatives and legislation that support the employment of transition age youth were also examined including the Social Security Administration’s Youth Transition Demonstration Project, the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the Ticket to Work program and its revisions, and implementation of Nebraska’s Developmental Disabilities system supported employment service and payment rate.

An examination of local system issues, actions, and changes was encouraged during each team meeting.  Team representatives described the actions taken within their local systems to overcome barriers to employment for SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth.  Reported actions included:

· Medicaid workers are receiving improved local training and support to address the challenges of Medicaid recipients who want competitive work.  Office dialogue about employment is encouraged and the possibility of work is discussed during each intake interview.  Increased conferencing with policy people and the Social Security Administration (SSA) to address work related eligibility issues is also encouraged.

· Changes to N-focus are being considered and implemented to help Medicaid workers make consistently accurate eligibility determinations.

· Medicaid eligibility options were reviewed with Developmental Disabilities Services Coordinators to ensure a basic awareness of the variety of ways that a job seeker served by the Developmental Disabilities systems could work competitively and remain eligible for the essential services available through Medicaid and therefore the Developmental Disabilities and Aged and Disabled Medicaid waivers.

· Medicaid workers and claims representatives have an improved understanding of the “language” barriers that effect consistent use of the Medicaid Insurance for Workers with Disabilities program.

· All stakeholders reported an increased awareness of the SSA funded Work Incentive Planning and Assistance (WIPA) services.

· SSA representatives reported increased requests for training focused on the basics of Social Security and SSI benefits and on Social Security’s work incentive programs.

· DD Service Coordinators are encouraging and monitoring improved wage reporting by the provider agencies that deliver payee services for competitively employed youth.

· The teams received clarification that individuals eligible for Developmental Disabilities services and who use MIWD or 1619(b) Medicaid will not be assessed a fee for services.

· The teams received clarification that Personal Assistance Services can be provided at a job site for individuals who also receive supported employment services through the Developmental Disabilities system.

· Community team representatives intervened in securing a back payment for one of their clients because of an overlooked Student Earned Income Exclusion.

· One special education teacher reported increased effort to identify a more extensive range of employment options for his students who participate in paid employment as part of their vocational education.

· Additional consideration of work and use of work incentives is being integrated into DHHS’s family centered practice service planning approach.

· School policies regarding educational credit for paid work experience are being extended to students with disabilities.

Local community team conversations were initiated to identify community specific barriers that impact the employment of transition age youth.  Each community team developed a specific objective for change and local representatives assumed leadership for the team’s planning and facilitation.  The objectives were:

· North Platte Objective:  Secure a professional benefits specialist to support the western service area.

· Key partners – DHHS Economic Assistance, Region II Behavioral Health, Workforce Development, DHHS’ MIG staff, Easter Seals’ Project YES staff.

· Strategy – Several strategies were implemented to secure funding and/or training for western service area specific work incentive planning and assistance services.  The first strategy focused on the training of Workforce Development’s Disability Navigator and the second strategy focused on securing funds through the Behavioral Health service delivery system.

· Outcome – No viable funding or training option has been identified to date.

· Tri-cities Objective:  Build a collaborative model that assists students in the Hastings Public School’s 18 to 21 year old program to be competitively employed before leaving school.

· Key Partners – Hastings Public Schools, DHHS services coordinators, Vocational Rehabilitation, Workforce Development, DHHS’ MIG staff, and the Easter Seals’ Project YES staff.

· Strategy – Plan collaborative actions at each monthly meeting and adjust as needed.  Implement “family meetings” to facilitate communication and to support family members in completing long-term benefits management activities.

· Outcome – Youth were selected, received work incentive planning and assistance services, and were placed in competitive employment. 

· York Objective:  Implement a community based transition retention (mentoring) system in York for SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible at-risk youth ages 18/21 to 24.

· Key Partners – York Public School, York College, invited community leaders.

· Strategy – Mentor funding was secured by York College through a partnership with Munroe Meyer Institutes’ AmeriCorp program.  The mentors are York College special education majors.  The mentoring approach involves the development of a transition portfolio.

· Outcome – The Transitioning to Responsible Adulthood (TRAIN) program is in place and refinement continues.  One youth has been served.

· Lincoln Objective:  Increase the competitive employment amongst Lincoln Public Schools youth with disabilities by educating students, parents, and Lincoln Public Schools about work incentive programs.

· Key Partners – Lincoln Public Schools, Vocational Rehabilitation, the Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing, Workforce Development, DHHS’ MIG staff and Easter Seals’ Project YES staff.
· Strategy – The team will overcome barriers to employment for three youth through education, work incentive use, and collaboration as measured by the competitive employment of these youth by May 2008.

· Outcome – No youth are employed.
What Worked?  What Didn’t?

The teams report that those involved have changed their way of thinking about work for Nebraska’s transitioning youth with disabilities.  The warning, “Don’t go to work or you’ll lose your benefits”, is rarely heard or certainly heard less often.

The teams report that they are aware of the fact that work incentives can make a profound difference in the employment success for youth who are transitioning to competitive employment.

Administrative level community team representatives were recruited to ensure that identified systems issues could be addressed.  In many cases, the “decision makers” delegated community team responsibility to a direct report who lacked the authority to implement systems change.  Local collaboration and systems change may have been reduced because of this delegation.

Team members express frustration about limited access to comprehensive, long-term work incentive planning and assistance services.  The YES Hastings work group, a spin off of the tri-cities team, identified work incentive planning and assistance services as the “vital” link for success in transitioning youth to competitive employment.  Another community team member stated “I want to bring a client to someone who can help”.  

Local collaboration was difficult to sustain.  Team members who didn’t see a benefit for their individual service system often dropped out of the conversation once the community team developed a specific objective for change.
The Pilot Youth

The initial contractual agreement between Health and Human Services Finance and Support and Easter Seals Nebraska was to provide benefits and work incentive planning and assistance services to 5 pilot project youth.  As the project evolved, Easter Seals was asked to serve additional youth.  Easter Seals Nebraska Project YES staff served a total of twenty pilot youth to date.

Overview of pilot youth progress – The goal for each pilot youth was (1) to secure competitive employment or post-secondary education to prepare for competitive employment and (2) to establish a viable plan to maintain essential health benefits while competitively employed (Medicaid, Medicare, and/or employer provided health insurance).

The following table summarizes:

· the baseline total earned income and cash benefit for each youth at the point of referral, and

· the highest total earned income and cash benefit for each youth achieved in any one month during the project period, or

· the projected amount of earned income per month once the youth completes a post-secondary education program and secures employment.

	North Platte:
	Baseline (referral month):
	Outcome (highest month or projected):

	Pilot Youth #6
	$1,051.05 SSI/wages
	$1,649.22 SSDI/wages

	Pilot Youth #10
	$643 SSI/CDB
	$976.57 SSI/CDB/wages

	Pilot Youth #11
	$603 SSI
	$637 SSI/unemployed

	Pilot Youth #17
	$736.33 SSI/wages
	$889 SSI/wages

	Pilot Youth #18
	$270.58 wages
	$1,666 to $3,319 upon graduation

	Tri-Cities:
	
	

	Pilot Youth #5
	$603 SSI
	$1,769.45 SSI/wages

	Pilot Youth #9
	$603 SSI
	$1,179.37SSI/wages

	Pilot Youth #12
	$716.00 SSDI
	$2,314 to $2,496 upon graduation

	Pilot Youth #20
	$637.00 SSI
	$637 SSI/unemployed

	Pilot Youth #21
	Left the project.
	Left the project.

	Pilot Youth #23
	$637.00 SSI
	$941.06 SSI/wages

	Pilot Youth #24
	$637.00 SSI
	$1,185.82 SSI/wages

	York:
	
	

	Pilot Youth #13
	$926.48 SSI/SSDI/wages
	$1,989 SSI/SSDI/wages

	Pilot Youth #15
	Reapplying for SSI/SSDI
	

	Lincoln:
	
	

	Pilot Youth #2
	$552 SSI
	$1,068 SSI/wages

	Pilot Youth #7
	$917 SSI/wages
	$1,649.82 CDB/wages

	Pilot Youth #8
	$2,351.95 SSI/wages
	$3,283.71 wages

	Pilot Youth #14
	$603 SSI
	$637 SSI community college/unemployed

	Pilot Youth #19
	$643 SSI/CDB
	$657 SSI/CDB/unemployed

	Pilot Youth #22
	$637 SSI
	$637 SSI/school based work experience


Overview of pilot youth barriers to competitive employment – Project YES staff addressed a wide variety of barriers throughout the project period including but not limited to:

· Wage reporting was not completed.

· Competitive employment and payment of FICA tax resulted in insured status, eligibility for SSDI, and the need for additional work incentive planning and assistance.

· Language barriers.

· Day services were needed from the Developmental Disabilities system.  The ICAP was not completed as planned to determine the available hours of service.

· Receipt of multiple benefits (SSI, SSDI, CDB) and wages resulted in planning complexity.

· Limited awareness of work incentives.

· Interference between school policies of unpaid work experience versus competitive employment.

· Housing challenges.

· Low expectation for employment, little or no follow-through by service providers and parents.

· Repeated hospitalizations.

· Inability to access funding for college.

· Wrongful initiation of continuing disability reviews for youth who had assigned their “Ticket” to VR.

· SSI reduced because of inaccurate evaluation of living arrangement.

· No or limited paid work experience during school.

· Reduced work hours.

· Documentation of Impairment Related Work Expense

· Youth dropped out of public school.

· Youth were pregnant or parenting young children.

· Transportation challenges.

· Youth and parents offended by the unnecessary involvement of a job coach.

Written case examples for 6 of the twenty pilot youth and the March 31, 2008 Project YES Pilot Youth Report are attached to this report to provide additional detail about pilot youth accomplishments and challenges.

Lessons Learned

Lesson #1:  A strong expectation of community based competitive employment, held by persons influential to the youth, by work incentive specialists, and by other supportive professionals, is critical to success. 

Lesson #2:  Youth who secure competitive employment before leaving school often retain the employment and make more successful transitions.

Lesson #3:  Competitively employed youth need ongoing support to address both job related and non-job related issues.  In fact, the majority of the problem solving needed may be focused on adult life challenges that are not job or work site related.

Lesson #4:  Competitive employment at or above the substantial gainful activity level may influence a finding of “medical improvement” for some youth and subsequent loss of essential disability related benefits.

Lesson #5:  Work incentive planning and assistance is viewed as vital to competitive employment by transitioning youth and their teams.

Lesson #6:  Limitations within Nebraska’s Medicaid Insurance for Workers with Disabilities program (low countable resource limits, required loss of Title II benefits after the EPE, and subsequent increased risks of medical improvement) increase the complexity of work incentive planning and use in Nebraska. 

Lesson #7:  Medicaid policies that support the achievement of earnings above the substantial gainful activity level will potentially bring new Social Security Administration resources for employment services into the state through increased VR cost reimbursements and employment network payments.

Recommendations

Work incentive planning and assistance best practices for youth in transition – Best practice for a work incentive planning and assistance system that is effective in increasing the competitive employment of SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth in transition must include: 

1. strengths based career planning for youth with disabilities,

2. optimistic and focused work incentive planning that aggressively pursues all potential use of state and federal work incentives,

3. the development of detailed and individualized work incentive plans that clarify needed employment services and supports; methods for resolving existing disability benefit issues; strategies for managing SSA benefits and work incentives; strategies for managing federal, state, or local benefit programs; planning for future health care needs; the establishment of a follow-up contact plan, and the assignment of timelines and responsibility centers for each,

4. collaborative use of the revised Ticket to Work program, and

5. careful selection, training, and quality assurance for work incentive specialists to ensure that optimistic and far-reaching work incentive strategies are encouraged, developed, and implemented.

Responsible long-term benefits management procedures for youth in transition – Youth who are transitioning from school to employment face numerous adult life changes that impact essential benefits.  The youth’s living situation, marriage, death of a parent, plans for post-secondary education, and a host of other changes must be carefully analyzed and addressed.  A responsible long-term benefits management system will include, at a minimum, consideration of:

1. wage reporting and budgeting,

2. future work incentive use,

3. assistance at critical transition points such as -

a. start or end of employment

b. increases or decreases in wages or hours

c. changes in unearned income

d. reaching the break even point

e. movement to 1619(b) status

f. attainment of age 18

g. insured status and eligibility for SSDI

h. death, disability, or retirement of a parent and eligibility for CDB

i. changes in living arrangement, marital status, or resources

j. participation in and completion of the trial work period

k. participation in and completion of the extended period of eligibility

l. substantial gainful activity determinations

m. extended period  of Medicare coverage

n. cessation of benefits

o. expedited reinstatement of benefits

p. overpayments and underpayments

4. other needed problem solving and advocacy.

Systems changes needed to increase competitive employment of youth in transition across disability populations – Several systems changes can impact the future retention of community based competitive employment for transition age youth:

1. Countable resource levels within Nebraska’s Medicaid Insurance for Workers with Disabilities program should be increased to allow SSI, SSDI, and CDB eligible youth who are reliant on Medicaid to save and to build assets for future needs,

2. Youth who “medically improve” because of successful competitive employment, especially those with mental illnesses and with intellectual disabilities, should be allowed to continue to purchase MIWD after the finding, if Medicaid is still needed and the youth has no other access to affordable health benefits.

Case Examples:

Pilot Youth #6 – A high school special education coordinator referred this young man to Project YES, describing him as a hard worker and someone who was well known and well liked throughout the school.  The coordinator also explained that the youth experienced problems because of his disability and because of cultural barriers.  At the time of referral, Pilot Youth #6 could identify only sixteen English sight words.  He was eligible for SSI and Medicaid because of mental retardation in the moderate range.  In November of 2005, thanks to the dedication and commitment of the special education coordinator, he was working two part-time jobs while completing the requirements of the 18 to 21 year old program in his school.

Pilot Youth #6 was eligible to use the Student Earned Income Exclusion work incentive, allowing him to receive the full SSI cash benefit of $603.00 and his total earnings from employment.  His father, who only speaks Spanish, is his representative payee and had difficulty reporting earnings to the local Social Security office.  A provisional arrangement was made for both employers to report earnings to the Project YES work incentive specialist who would ensure accurate reporting until an alternative solution could be found.

Pilot Youth #6 earned enough by April 2006 , and paid enough Social Security and Medicare taxes, to become insured on his own work record for Social Security Disability Insurance.  The youth’s employers willingly agreed to manually complete a time card to track hours worked per month for Trial Work Period monitoring.

A team meeting that included both employers was organized in September of 2006 to develop a plan for employment after graduation.  Both employers described the youth’s value, his hard work, and his energetic personality.  A commitment of increased hours in his current work settings was secured including additional hours from the one employer during the month of July when there would be no employment from the other employer. 

Pilot Youth #6 graduated in May of 2007, receiving a wage increase to $6.50 an hour and an increase in hours.  Pilot Youth #6 currently uses the 1619(b) work incentive for Medicaid eligibility and he completed his ninth and final Trial Work Period month in March 2008.  The local Developmental Disabilities system services coordinator is completing the Inventory for Client and Agency Planning (ICAP) for day service planning.  Pilot Youth #6 will need ongoing help with wage tracking and other long team benefits management tasks.  Pilot Youth #6 is also seeking DD system assistance in studying for his driver’s license.  His former teacher volunteered the use of her classroom for the hour per day needed for study and has also arranged translation services for all meetings held at the school. 

Most of Nebraska’s transition age youth who are eligible for SSI and who experience moderate mental retardation are sentenced to life within a Developmental Disabilities system funded sheltered workshop and these youth, if competitively employed at all, rarely earn above Social Security’s Substantial Gainful Activity level.  With comprehensive work incentive planning and assistance and the dedication of a local team focused on strengths and preferences, Pilot Youth #6 is demonstrating his capacity to contribute in a meaningful way to his community as a wage earner and a tax payer.

Pilot Youth #7 – A Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) specialist referred this youth to Project YES.  The specialist shared that the youth received a survivor benefit of $900 per month and she was worried about the impact of earned income on this benefit.  It seemed unlikely that the youth was receiving a survivor benefit because he had just reached his twentieth birthday and eligible dependants can only receive survivor benefits through the Social Security Administration until age eighteen or age nineteen if a full-time student.  Initial research clarified that the youth actually received $402 in Supplemental Security Income and had not applied for Medicaid.  Further investigation and advocacy unveiled an eligibility determination error on the part of SSA.  A Childhood Disability Benefit (CDB) claim had not been taken for Pilot Youth #7 when his father died and the youth had been made eligible for SSI in error. 

The youth was working part-time at the point of referral and his mother was not reporting his earnings to SSA.  No overpayment developed because he had been wrongfully paid SSI instead of the larger CDB benefit.  

Proceeds from his father’s life insurance policy and the CDB cash benefit were considered as potential resources to fund a Plan to Achieve Self Support (PASS).  At the time, Pilot Youth #7 was interested in employment with his uncle’s trucking company and a discussion about training requirements occurred.  A detailed discussion about the need or lack of need for Medicaid eligibility also occurred.  The youth, his mother, and the work incentive specialist were able to determine that Medicaid eligibility would not be essential to the youth’s future health status or to his ability to work competitively in the community.

The Project YES work incentive specialist emphasized the importance of the Trial Work Period to “try out” employment and the wisdom of gaining work experience and of thoughtful planning before losing eligibility for a significant $1,022 per month CDB benefit. 

The youth decided not to pursue employment with his uncle’s company, and after several shifts in career direction, has started part-time work with a moving company.

Pilot Youth #7 has little family support and does not receive case management services through any service system.  Without long-term benefits management support, this youth risks that loss of essential disability related benefits.

Pilot Youth #8 – This youth was referred to Project YES by his VR specialist, who introduced the youth as a young man with significant work potential.  His family demonstrated a clear expectation that he would be employed competitively in the community and he had excellent support during high school to develop work skills and a strong work ethic.  At the point of referral, Pilot Youth #8 was working full-time for one employer and part-time through his school’s 18 to 21 year old program, he was living in his own apartment, and he was driving to and from work and home.

Pilot Youth #8 was in an overpayment when Project YES staff first met him due to his payee’s failure to report earnings.  He had exceeded the Student Earned Income Exclusion earnings limits during one month and was required to resolve the overpayment.

Pilot Youth #8 was dissatisfied with his work arrangement and decided to discontinue the part-time job that had been arranged by his school.  He accepted a third shift position with his full-time employer earning $9.65 an hour.  At this point he was eligible for Medicaid through the 1619(b) work incentive, he was earning enough to lose his Social Security Disability Insurance cash benefit and his Supplemental Security Income, and was supporting himself entirely with wages.

The youth’s parents moved to another state in June of 2007 and he continued to live in an apartment complex near his grandparents.  His mother contacted the Project YES work incentive specialist several months later for problem solving assistance as Pilot Youth #8 had lost his full-time employment because of alleged attendance problems.  The youth’s mother indicated that his only absence had been for his grandfather’s funeral, which had been an approved absence, and she was fearful that he had been the victim of employment discrimination.  When his original employer discovered that the youth had in fact been terminated in error, the employer asked him to come back.  Pilot Youth #8 had secured another job with a moving company making $12.50 an hour, and he decided not to return.

In April of 2008, the Project YES work incentive specialist contacted the youth’s Medicaid eligibility worker to complete long-term benefits management and follow up services.  The eligibility worker indicated that the Pilot Youth’s record contained an alert from Vital Statistics stating he had been married in January.  The work incentive specialist contacted the mother who found, upon investigation, that a marriage had in fact occurred.  The marriage was annulled and the youth moved back with his parents.  The Project YES work incentive specialist provided the family with contact information for work incentives services in his new location and provided guidance on the information that should be relayed to facilitate a smooth transition to future employment. 

Even transitioning youth like Pilot Youth #8, who demonstrate an exceptional capacity to work competitively in the community and to earn at a self-sufficient level benefit from work incentives planning and assistance.  For many transitioning youth, the ongoing or intermittent supports that are needed to ensure success in competitive employment are not job task related.

Pilot Youth # 12 – This youth was referred to Project YES by her VR specialist.  The youth had completed career planning with Vocational Rehabilitation and was searching for the financial resources needed to attend college.  She had attempted to attend college in the past but had been forced to quite because of complications from her disability.  

During the initial meeting, the youth appeared to be doing well in managing her health status.  The VR specialist shared an assumption that the youth was eligible for SSI because the specialist knew that the youth was eligible for  Medicaid.  When the VR specialist offered a copy of SSA’s Benefits Planning Query (BPQY) it revealed that the youth was receiving a SSDI cash benefit of $716 per month.  Further investigation confirmed that the youth’s Medicaid eligibility was based on income below one hundred percent of the Federal Poverty Level and not on categorical eligibility.  Pilot Youth #12 began attending classes in Health Information Technology in August of 2006, with VR assisting with tuition.  

During the information-gathering period, Pilot Youth #12 repeatedly expressed fears about losing Medicaid eligibility if she went to work.  The Project YES work incentive specialist provided detailed information about the Medicaid related work incentive options available to her and she decided to proceed with use of the Plan to Achieve Self Support work incentive.

The PASS was developed to fund Internet service, a computer and printer, books, mileage, and the certification exam required to become a Registered Health Information Technician (RHIT).  The PASS was approved at a funding level of $28, 640 and was amended to allow payment for summer tuition, a cost that cannot be funded by VR, and repairs to the youth’s vehicle.  There also was a contingency allowed for purchase  of a new vehicle if her high mileage used vehicle did not hold up through her college years.  

Pilot Youth #12 is now looking for summer employment so she will use her Trial Work Period before the conclusion of her PASS.  She has maintained a strong grade point average and is searching for at internships in her field.

Pilot Youth #13 – This youth was referred to Project YES by his former special education teacher.  The teacher had been told that the pilot youth’s work hours were being reduced to protect Medicaid eligibility and as a committed member of a Project YES local community team, the teacher was aware of several work incentive options for maintaining Medicaid.  The teacher also expressed concern that reduced work hours would not be in the youth’s best interest.  Because Pilot Youth #13 was already an insured worker and received a SSDI cash benefit and wages, he was a strong candidate to use the PASS work incentive.  Project YES staff were anxious to implement a PASS while the youth was still exploring his career direction due to the fact that he was eligible for a retroactive PASS payment and also to demonstrate the effective use of PASS during the vocational exploration period.  

Team meetings were held to educate the youth and his team about PASS.  A plan valued at $8,664 was developed and implemented for driver’s training, a good used vehicle, tags, license, registration, and insurance. The youth also had the desire to find a position more suitable to his interests.  Through job exploration he determined that he would like to work as a stocker and with the support of provider staff, secured a 20-hour position with Wal-Mart.  The youth’s work hours have increased to 25 and he now holds a cart pusher position.

The youth’s PASS has been amended several times, increasing the total value to $12,200 and adding expenses for work clothing, transportation, the cost of a physical needed for acceptance into driver’s training, and a newer used vehicle.

The youth was recently notified that a continuing disability review (CDR) was being initiated by SSA.  The work incentive specialist recognized that the review was inappropriate due to the fact that the youth had assigned his “Ticket” to VR.  The work incentive specialist assisted the youth and his team to resolve this problem and the review did not occur.

Pilot Youth #13 has used his Trial Work Period in the process of working competitively and saving in his PASS.  The work incentive specialist assisted the youth and his team in completing the required work activity report.

Pilot Youth #13 has demonstrated the effective use of PASS during job exploration and career planning.  Many transition age youth can benefit from a more comprehensive job exploration and career planning period and the PASS work incentive offers another potential funding source for this essential service.

Pilot Youth # 18 – This youth was referred to Project YES by her community support worker.  She had originally signed an employment plan with VR to become a housekeeper, but in reconsidering her future, had decided to pursue the education needed to become an electrician.  Pilot Youth #18 lives with her mother, who also receives disability benefits, and with her two-year-old son.  Pilot youth #18 sincerely desires to work competitively and to work her way off of disability benefits entirely, if at all possible.  

When referred to Project YES, Pilot Youth #18 was not receiving SSI due to a finding of medical improvement in a recent continuing disability review.  The continuing disability review should not have been conducted because Pilot Youth #18 had assigned her “Ticket” to Vocational Rehabilitation.  While resolving this  issue, the work incentive specialist discovered that the youth was in overpayment status because of a failure to report wages to SSA.  The work incentive specialist reviewed the file and notified SSA that the pilot youth was a student at the time that the overpayment supposedly occurred and the youth was able to use the Student Earned Income Exclusion to resolve the $2,900 overpayment.

When SSI was reestablished for Pilot Youth #18, the Project YES work incentive specialist noticed that she was not receiving the full benefit rate because, according to SSA, she was not paying her mother for room and board.  This was corrected by submitting documentation that she was paying the majority of the household bills, and she subsequently received a back payment of $1,911 in April 2008.  

Pilot Youth #18 is working with the Project YES work incentive specialist to develop a Plan To Achieve Self Support.  She will fund the PASS with a Veterans Administration educational benefit while she completes her electrician degree.  Her classroom instructor estimates her earning potential at somewhere in the $20,000 to $40,000 range.
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