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The Ready to Work Guide

A Quick Reference Tool for People with Disabilities Who Want to Work




If you receive Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits from the Social Security Administration, your monthly checks aren’t always cut off the day you go to work.  There are “work incentives” that allow you to continue these income supports for a period of time. 

IF I GO BACK TO WORK WHILE RECEIVING SSDI OR SSI BENEFITS, DO I HAVE TO TELL THE SOCIAL SECURITY OFFICE?  

Yes!  You should always report your earnings to the Social Security Administration (SSA).  In fact, it’s a good idea to talk to SSA before you start working, so you’ll know exactly what and when to report.  Be sure to keep a copy of any information (such as pay stubs) that you give SSA.  You may also want to meet with a Community Work Incentives Coordinator at the Work Incentives Planning & Assistance (WIPA) project with the Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities (312/746-5743, TTY 312/746-5713); they can give you details on how your earnings will affect your SSA benefits, as well as your state health care and housing assistance.

IF I RECEIVE AN SSDI CHECK EACH MONTH, WON’T I LOSE THOSE BENEFITS IF I GO TO WORK?
Not necessarily.  The SSDI Work Incentive rules are very complicated.  Some individuals may work and not lose their check at all, if their countable work income is low enough.  Some individuals may work and keep their check for up to 12 months.  Other individuals may lose their SSDI check sooner, depending on employment income earned in the past while receiving an SSDI check.  In addition, some work and disability related expenses may be deducted from the income that SSA counts to determine if you will receive an SSDI check.  For more details, contact a Community Work Incentives Coordinator. 

WHAT IF I RECEIVE SSI BENEFITS AND GO TO WORK?  DO THE SAME RULES APPLY?   
SSI rules are different, but you can still receive SSI benefits after you start working.  Since SSI is for people with disabilities who have very little income or assets, any change in income affects the dollar amount of your benefit.  As your earnings increase your SSI check will decrease, but not all of your earnings will count!  SSA ignores (“disregards”) some of your earnings when figuring out your monthly benefit.  SSA may also deduct certain work and disability related expenses from the income it counts.  All of this is part of the complicated Work Incentive rules.  Once again, the Community Work Incentives Coordinators are good resources to help learn more about the Work Incentives that might apply to you.

WHAT IF I GO TO WORK AND THEN HAVE TO QUIT?  IS IT HARD TO GET SSDI OR SSI BENEFITS STARTED AGAIN?  
If your SSDI or SSI benefits end because you have work earnings, and then you have to stop working because of your disability or illness, you can ask SSA for an Expedited Reinstatement of Benefits.  You must file the request within 60 months of the month your benefits ended.  While SSA makes a decision on your request, you can receive temporary benefits (including Medicare and Medicaid) for up to six months.  If your request is denied because you no longer meet the SSDI/SSI disability definition, you will not have to pay back these benefits.  In some situations, the Work Incentives rules allow SSI or SSDI benefits to re-start immediately if you lose your job.  Again, to find out what Work Incentives rules apply to your situation, contact a Community Work Incentives Coordinator.


 WHAT IS THE “TICKET TO WORK”?
SSA’s Ticket to Work is a paper voucher (kind of like a coupon) that you can use to receive free employment services and supports from an “Employment Network” which is an agency, organization, or group of organizations that provide these services.  The Illinois Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS) is one Employment Network.  For more information on the services and supports they provide, call 800/795-9973 [TTY: 800/524-9904].  To find additional Employment Networks in your area, call Maximus, the Ticket to Work program manager, at 866/968-7842, or go to their Web site at www.yourtickettowork.com.  
There are a number of ways to keep your Medicare or Medicaid coverage while working.  You should also be sure to carefully consider any potential employer’s health plan. 
WILL I BE ABLE TO KEEP MEDICARE IF I GO BACK TO WORK?
If you have Medicare, you will be able to continue it for at least the first 12 months when you go to work.  After that, if you are still disabled, you will be able to keep your Medicare if you continue working.  Remember that Medicare’s prescription drug coverage begins in January 2006.  You will be able to sign up for one of Medicare’s prescription drug plans starting in November. 

IF I RECEIVE SSI, CAN I KEEP MY MEDICAID BENEFITS IF I GO BACK TO WORK?

There are two groups of people with disabilities who receive SSI and can keep Medicaid when they go back to work: 

1. Those who have earnings higher than $940 per month (in 2008) but low enough they are still eligible for an SSI benefit, regardless of the amount; and 

2. Those whose earnings are over the SSI limits but less than $31,200 annually (in 2008), who need Medicaid in order to keep working, and who continue to be disabled. 

Remember:  In order to keep your Medicaid as part of either of these groups, you must have assets below the Medicaid asset limit ($2000 for a single individual, excluding: the house you live in, one car, and certain other assets).

If you think you fall into one of these groups, talk to someone at the Social Security office or a Community Work Incentives Coordinator.  Tell them you’d like to know more about “1619(b)” Medicaid. 

IS THERE ANY OTHER WAY I CAN GET OR KEEP MEDICAID WHILE I’M WORKING IF I DON’T FALL INTO ONE OF THE GROUPS EXPLAINED ABOVE?
Health Benefits for Workers with Disabilities (HBWD), previously called the Medicaid Buy-in Program, gives people with disabilities who are working the opportunity to keep or start receiving Medicaid coverage by paying a monthly premium of no more than $100.  To qualify, a person’s countable income must be less than $2,979 per month (in 2007).  Countable income is your gross income with certain expenses deducted.  If your income is higher than $2,979 per month but still close to that amount, you should apply anyway.  You may qualify when the proper deductions are taken from your income.  This income limit increases every March and the resource limit is higher than what’s allowed in the regular Medicaid program – $25,000 instead of Medicaid’s $2,000 limit.  For more information on HBWD, call the Illinois Department of Healthcare & Family Services at 800/226-0768 or go to their program’s Web site at www.hbwdillinois.com.
WHAT SHOULD I LOOK FOR IN AN EMPLOYER’S HEALTH INSURANCE PLAN?

When you look for a job, look for one with a good health insurance plan.  A good plan will: cover doctor and hospital bills (with little or no deductible or co-payment); cover prescriptions; and won’t have a waiting period for pre-existing conditions. You may also want to choose a plan that's not an HMO so that you can keep your existing doctors without getting a referral every time you need to see a specialist.  

Large employers are more likely to have plans that don't exclude pre-existing conditions and may also be more likely to offer several plan choices so that you don't have to be in an HMO.  Most full-time government jobs have good health insurance; in addition, most unionized employers and many not-for-profits offer good health insurance.  There are also some small companies that offer good health insurance plans.  Pay attention to health care plans that are available when you are looking for a job.  
HOW DO I FIND OUT WHAT KIND OF INSURANCE A PROSPECTIVE EMPLOYER OFFERS? 
You probably won't make a good impression in an interview if you spend a lot of time asking about health insurance.  But it’s alright to ask a general question about fringe benefits and, when you actually get a job offer, be sure to ask for a detailed description of the salary and benefit package.

WHAT IF AN EMPLOYER'S HEALTH INSURANCE PLAN DOESN’T COVER 

PRE-EXISTING CONDITIONS?

In 1996, a law called the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) made it harder for group health insurance plans to exclude pre-existing conditions.  HIPAA says that employers cannot exclude a pre-existing condition for longer than 12 months.  In addition, if you had coverage under a group health insurance plan for at least 12 months, when you start a new job, your new health insurance must cover pre-existing conditions right away.  HIPAA also offers protections if you’ve been receiving Medicaid or Medicare. For more information, see the Illinois Department of Insurance fact sheet at www.ins.state.il.us/HealthInsurance/HIPAA_preexisting_cond.htm or call the Illinois Office of Consumer Health Insurance at 877/527-9431 (toll-free).

CAN I BUY MY OWN HEALTH INSURANCE IF I CAN'T QUALIFY FOR A GROUP POLICY?
The State of Illinois offers a health insurance plan, called I-CHIP (Illinois Comprehensive Health Insurance Plan) for people who cannot buy other health insurance.  I-CHIP has a variety of plans, with a wide range of deductible amounts.  

Two drawbacks:  1) I-CHIP can be expensive, and 2) for many people (although not everyone), pre-existing conditions aren’t covered for the first six months. For people living in Chicago, premiums range from $152-$1,920 a month, depending on: age; gender; I-CHIP plan; choice of provider; and the amount of your deductible.  But if you have no other source of health insurance, and can afford the premiums, I-CHIP is worth looking into.  For more information, call I-CHIP at 800/367-6410 or go online to www.chip.state.il.us/.  

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) makes it illegal to discriminate against people with disabilities in all phases of employment, including: recruitment, hiring, promotions, training, lay-offs, pay, firing, leave, job assignments, and benefits.
WHAT IS CONSIDERED A DISABILITY UNDER THE ADA?

Under the ADA, a person has a disability if they have a “physical or mental impairment that substantially limits a major life activity.”  
WHAT IS A REASONABLE ACCOMMODATION?
A reasonable accommodation is any change or adjustment to a job or work environment that permits a qualified person with a disability to participate in the job application process or to do a job successfully.  The accommodation can’t create “undue hardship” for the employer.  Reasonable accommodations can include: part-time or modified work schedules; reassignment to a less demanding position; additional breaks to take medications or follow a strict diet; and locating a workstation closer to a restroom, parking lot, or lounge.   

It’s important to remember that if you need an accommodation, you have to ask for it.  Employers shouldn’t try and anticipate or assume that people need accommodations.  For more information on reasonable accommodations, including a sample job accommodation request letter, call the U.S. Department of Labor’s Job Accommodation Network at 800/526-7234 or check their Web site at www.jan.wvu.edu/.  Another good resource is the Great Lakes ADA and IT Center who you can contact at 800/949-4232 (V/TTY) or online at www.adagreatlakes.org. 


DO I HAVE TO TALK ABOUT MY DISABILITY OR HEALTH STATUS TO  
EMPLOYERS?

Absolutely not!  Unless you need a reasonable accommodation to perform the essential functions of the job, it is not necessary to disclose your health condition.

CAN EMPLOYERS ASK QUESTIONS ABOUT MY HEALTH OR REQUIRE A MEDICAL EXAMINATION AS A CONDITION OF EMPLOYMENT?

NO!  It is illegal to ask job applicants if they are disabled or to require them to take medical exams before making a job offer. After a job offer is made, you can be required to have a medical examination but only if everyone else who will be working in the job category also must have an examination.  If you are not hired because a medical examination reveals your disability, the employer must show that they have job related reasons, critical to the operation of the business, for using your disability as a reason not to hire you. They must also be able to show that there was no reasonable accommodation available that would make it possible for you to do the job.

IF MY EMPLOYER KNOWS ABOUT MY DISABILITY, WILL MY COWORKERS KNOW?
They shouldn't know if you don't tell them.  The results of all medical examinations or information from inquiries about a disability must be kept confidential by your employer and maintained in separate medical files.  In addition, if you have AIDS or are HIV-positive, the AIDS Confidentiality Act prohibits anyone from disclosing your status without your consent.


The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) allows eligible employees to take up to 12 weeks of leave for medical reasons such as the birth or adoption of a child, or to care for a child, spouse, or parent with a serious health condition.  
DO ALL EMPLOYERS HAVE TO PROVIDE THIS LEAVE?
In general, any employer who employs 50 or more employees is covered by the FMLA.  Any employee who has been employed an average of 25 hours per week for at least 12 months is eligible for FMLA protections.
WHAT NOTICE DO I HAVE TO GIVE BEFORE TAKING LEAVE? DO I HAVE TO DISCLOSE MY (OR MY FAMILY MEMBER'S) MEDICAL CONDITION?
If the need for the leave is foreseeable, an employee must provide at least 30 days advance notice before their FMLA leave is to begin.  If it is not possible to provide 30 days notice, notice must be given as soon as practicable – generally at least two days notice.  You will probably need to provide some information about the medical condition causing the need for leave.  Employers can require that requests for leave under FMLA be supported by certification from your health care provider.  

WILL I GET PAID DURING MY LEAVE?
No, unless your company has a paid leave policy or a short-term disability plan.
WHAT ABOUT MY HEALTH INSURANCE DURING MY LEAVE? 
During any leave under the FMLA, an employer must maintain your health coverage under any group health plan.  While on leave, employees are only obligated to pay health plan premiums that are the same as those required when not on leave.  
DO I HAVE TO TAKE MY LEAVE ALL AT ONCE?
Often leave will be taken in large time segments such as the full 12 weeks.  However, when medically necessary, leave may be taken on an intermittent or reduced schedule basis.  This may include periods of an hour or several days at a time.


I GET LONG TERM DISABILITY BENEFITS FROM MY COMPANY.  WILL I LOSE THEM IF I GO BACK TO WORK?
Every long-term disability policy is different and some will end their benefits if you go back to work.  If your policy does this, be very sure of your ability to work before you give up those benefits.  Many policies, however, now include provisions that encourage you to go back to work.  They may allow you to work part-time without losing your benefits.  They may also give you a trial period to return to work before losing your benefits.  They might even say that if you go back to work you will be able to receive benefits in any month that your income drops below a certain level.  The only way to know what your plan allows is to read it carefully!  If you are at all uncertain about what your plan allows, be sure to consult with an attorney or someone at the plan office before you make a change that may cause you to lose these benefits.

I GOT BEHIND ON MY BILLS WHEN I HAD TO QUIT WORK.  WILL I NOW HAVE TO START PAYING ON ALL THOSE OLD DEBTS AGAIN?
You may owe money for uncovered medical expenses, school loans, car loans, credit cards, utility bills, health club memberships, or any other expenses.  When your only income was SSDI or SSI, you may have been advised that you were “judgment proof.”  You may have notified creditors that you could not pay your debts or you may have already been declared bankrupt so that your debts were wiped out.  If you go back to work, you will no longer be judgment proof.  This means that your creditors can go to court and get a judgment against you to garnish your paycheck or your bank account (although there are laws limiting how much money a creditor can take out of your paycheck).

If going back to work means that you will suddenly be faced with lots of old bills you cannot pay, then this might be a good time to consider filing for bankruptcy.   Definitely see an attorney to help decide whether this is a good decision and, if so, to represent you.


The information in this READY TO WORK Guide focuses on some of the legal and practical issues related to going to work.  It doesn’t deal with issues that can be just as important when deciding to go to work – things like job satisfaction, stress, personal health issues, accessible transportation, or other concerns.  But as you sort these things out and move towards economic independence or job/career satisfaction (or both!), keep in mind that there are many resources available to you.  Those listed here are just a starting point – there are many, many Federal, state and local agencies and organizations that are working hard to provide job training, employment services, small business assistance, and employment supports.   


It’s important to remember that this Guide is not intended to substitute for legal advice. Please contact one of the legal resources listed to answer specific questions about your situation.




Here are some resources that are available to help you get started on your employment search or help support you in your employment:

Center for Independent Living:
· Illinois Network for Centers for Independent Living, www.incil.org
· Access Living of Metropolitan Chicago – 312/253-7000,

(TTY: 312/253-7002)

Council on Disability Rights (provides information and referrals and employment-related services) – 312/444-9484 (TDD: 312/444-1967)

disabilityworks Resource Coordinators:

· Laurlean (Pepper) Curington
(City of Chicago)

lcurington@chicagolandchamber.org 

312-550-8528 
· Earl Jordan

(Chicago vicinity) 

ejordan@chicagolandchamber.org 

Business Cel:  312-550-5781
Employment Services for individuals not already linked to a service provider

Developed by EmployAlliance WSCCIF in partnership with the West Suburban Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Illinois Council on Developmental Disabilities, the LADSE Vocational Alliance, Projects with Industry, the Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce, AbilityLinks, and disabilityworks.

· EmployAlliance, 312.593.3792   www.employalliance.com
Health & Disability Advocates (provides assistance with SSDI/SSI issues related to work incentives and employment supports, and for speakers on these issues) – 312/223-9600 (TTY: 800/427-0766).


Illinois Department of Human Services (Helpline) - Division of Mental Health, Division of Developmental Disabilities, Division of Alcohol and Substance Abuse,

Division of Rehabilitation Services – Contact your local office or call 800/843-6154   (TTY: 800-447-6404).

Illinois Department of Human Services – Division of Human Capital Development – Department of Healthcare and Family Services (Medicaid) – Contact your local office or call 800/720-4166   (TTY: 800-447-6404).

Illinois Department of Healthcare & Family Services – formerly Public Aid (Health Benefits for Workers with Disabilities) –800/226-0768   (TTY: 877/204-1012).
Legal Resources:

· Equip for Equality, Inc. (disability-related legal issues) - 1-800-537-2632 (TTY 1-800-610-2779)


· Legal Assistance Foundation of Chicago (civil legal issues) – 312/341-1070  (TTY: 312/431-1206).
Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (for SSI/SSDI Beneficiaries with employment and ticket to work related issues) 

· Equip for Equality, Inc. at 800/537-2632 (TTY: 800/610-2779).

Social Security Administration – Contact your local office or call 800/772-1213 (TTY: 800/325-0778)

Work Incentives Planning and Assistance Projects:

· Department of Human Services – Division of Rehabilitation Services –    800/807-6962 (TTY: 866/444-8013)

· Department of Human Services – Division of Mental Health -                        866/390-6771   (TTY:  866-390-6776)
· City of Chicago, Mayors Office for People with Disabilities – 

     312/746-5743 (TTY: 312/746-5713)
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