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Welcome to Benefits to Independence 101, Your Path to Employment and Financial Freedom
[bookmark: _Hlk201560654]This self-paced program is designed for individuals receiving Social Security benefits who want to explore employment and improve their financial future. Whether you receive Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI), this program helps you move from feeling unsure to making informed choices.
Depending on which disability benefits you receive, your course will consist of up to 19 sessions, each approximately one hour in length. Sessions build on each other, offering a clear understanding of work incentives, benefit protections, and strategies for success. 
Each session includes a PowerPoint presentation, engaging activities, and useful resources to help reinforce your learning. By the end of the program, you will be well-prepared to pursue employment with confidence and build a solid financial foundation. 
Module 1: Understanding and Dispelling Common Myths about Social Security Disability Benefits	
[bookmark: _Hlk206682964]Session 1: Social Security Disability Benefits - Myth #1 “If I go to work, I’ll lose my cash benefits.”
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk217317355]Understand why getting a job does not automatically mean losing your Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) cash benefits.
· Identify work incentives that let you keep benefits while working.
· Learn how and when to report earnings to Social Security.
· Know where to get support for benefit planning.
Activities:
1. [bookmark: _Hlk214284583]Benefit Identification Exercise: Document all benefits you currently receive (e.g. SSI, SSDI, Medicare, Medi-Cal, HUD/Section 8, etc.).
2. Fear List & Fact Check: Write down your top 3 concerns about working, then go to the DB101 website to fact-check each one. 
3. Success Story Review: Watch a Success Story on the DOR ‘Spotlight on Social Security’ YouTube Channel, about an individual who has successfully started work and kept their benefits.
[bookmark: _Hlk214265705]Session 2: Social Security Disability Benefits - Myth #2 “If I go to work, I’ll lose my health benefits.”
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk217317547]Learn the truth about keeping Medicare or Medi-Cal when you start working.
· Identify programs that protect health coverage while working.
· Understand key protections like the Extended Period of Medicare Coverage (EPMC), Section 1619(b), and the Working Disabled Program.
· Know where to find help and reliable information.
Activities:
1. Watch a short video about the Ticket to Work program, then write down the ways it could help you keep your health benefits. 
2. Use an online calculator on the DB101 website to see how much you can earn while keeping your health coverage. 
3. Fill out a simple worksheet to find and contact a benefits counselor in your area who can help you understand your options.

[bookmark: _Hlk214265751]Session 3: Social Security Disability Benefits - Myth #3 “If I go to work and have to stop working because of my disability, I won’t be able to get back on benefits.”
Learning Objectives:
· Learn how to restart benefits quickly if you have to stop working.
· Understand what Expedited Reinstatement (EXR) is and how it works.
· Know the steps to follow if you need to get benefits back.
· Recognize programs and supports that can help you return to work.
Activities:
1. Watch a success story on the DOR YouTube page and write down one thing that gives you hope about trying to work. 
2. Fill out a practice form that looks like the real EXR forms (SSA-371 or SSA-372) to learn what information you would need.
3. Use a checklist to practice the steps you would take to get your benefits back if you had to stop working.
[bookmark: _Hlk214271200]Session 4: Understanding Your Disability Benefits “Identifying Which Benefits You Are Receiving & Why It Matters.”
Learning Objectives:
· Learn the differences between Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI).
· Understand eligibility rules for each program.
· Identify health coverage linked to SSI (Medi-Cal) and SSDI (Medicare).
· Learn where to find help and how to verify your benefit type.
Activities:
1. Benefit Documentation Collection: Gather your most recent award letters, medical insurance paperwork and/or cards, and any other benefit documentation.
2. Benefits Planning Query (BPQY) Review: Request your Benefits Planning Query (BPQY) from your local SSA office or by calling the Social Security Administration (SSA) at 800-772-1213.
3. Organize: Create a filing system (physical or digital) for organizing all your benefit-related documents and letters from the SSA.
Module 2: Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
Session 5: Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Eligibility and Appeals
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214287472]Explain who can qualify for SSI and what the program provides.
· Learn the medical and financial rules for SSI eligibility.
· Outline the steps to appeal an SSI decision and why deadlines matter.
· Identify where to get legal or advocacy help with SSI.
Activities:
1. [bookmark: _Hlk214287492]Develop a personal "Benefits Protection Plan" outlining steps you'll take to maintain benefits while working.
2. Discover the 4 opportunities to appeal a decision on SSA’s website.
3. Explore SSA's Third-Party Assistance Page for legal aid and advocacy options.
Session 6: Social Security Medical Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs) & Age 18 Redeterminations 
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214287995]Explain what a Medical CDR is and why it happens.
· Learn how often reviews occur and what outcomes are possible.
· Explain what happens when someone turns 18 and how adult rules apply.
· Identify protections like Ticket to Work and Section 301 that can protect benefits.
Activities:
1. Visit www.ssa.gov for information on CDRs.
2. Locate where to complete the Medical CDR Report (SSA-454) online.
3. Watch Understanding the Medical CDR video on the DOR ‘Spotlight on Social Security’ YouTube Channel.
Session 7: Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Income & Resources
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214288207]Define what counts as income and resources for SSI.
· Explain how income and resources affect SSI eligibility and payment amounts.
· Identify key work incentives that reduce countable income.
· Importance of reporting all income to Social Security each month.
Activities:
1. Visit the SSI Exclusions list for examples of income exclusions.
2. Use the interactive SSI Calculation Worksheet to see how your SSI payment is calculated.
3. Complete a budget worksheet that helps you track your income and resources to stay within SSI limits.
Session 8: Using Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Work Incentives
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214288508]Explain how SSI payments are calculated when someone works.
· Learn income exclusions and how they affect SSI benefits.
· Identify a special incentive for students, and how certain expenses can lower countable income.
· Use examples to see how work incentives increase total income.
Activities:
1. Use the SSI Calculation Worksheet to calculate Countable Unearned Income and Countable Earned Income.
2. Make a list of items or services that you pay for out of pocket and need in order to work and add up the amount of your Impairment Related Work Expenses (IRWEs).
3. Use the SSI Calculation Worksheet again to calculate your financial outcome after adding in the amount of your Impairment Related Work Expenses.
Session 9: Youth Receiving Social Security Disability Benefits
Learning Objectives:
· Explain how the Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE) helps students keep SSI while working.
· Describe the value of work experience for young people.
· List the documents needed to apply for SEIE and how to submit them.
· Recognize the importance of getting help to follow up on SEIE requests (if needed).
Activities:
1. Watch School, Work and SSI: Students Can Have It All video on the DOR ‘Spotlight on Social Security’ YouTube Channel.
2. Download the SEIE letter template to give to your school (if applicable).
Session 10: Medicaid and Work Incentives for Social Security Disability Beneficiaries
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214288872]Explain the connection between SSI and Medicaid (Medi-Cal in California).
· Learn how 1619(b) lets people keep Medicaid while working.
· Identify when an individualized threshold or Medicaid Buy-In may apply.
· Recognize that Medicaid coverage can continue even if SSI payments stop.
Activities:
1. Check the updated 1619(b) eligibility earnings threshold chart for California’s amount.
2. Use the DB101 online tool to check health coverage income limits for your family.
3. Go to the Department of Health Care Services website and read some of the FAQs about Medi-Cal.

Session 11: Building Financial Independence - Income and Resource Exclusions for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) Beneficiaries
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289036]Explain why SSI has exclusions and how they help people save.
· Learn how a Plan to Achieve Self-Support (PASS) works.
· Explain how an Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) account can help you save money safely.
· Identify other savings options, like 529 College Plans or Special Needs Trusts.
Activities:
1. Visit the PASS online website for information on how to set aside money toward your employment goal.
2. Visit the CalABLE website and see how you can save money without risking the loss of your benefits.
3. Watch the CalABLE video on the DOR ‘Spotlight on Social Security’ YouTube Channel.
Session 12: Social Security Disability Benefit Overpayments
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289138]Explain what overpayments are and why they happen.
· Learn the three options for handling an overpayment (appeal, waiver, payment plan).
· Recognize key forms, deadlines, and records needed for appeals or waivers.
· Identify steps to prevent overpayments, like reporting income on time.
Activities:
1. Income Reporting Calendar: Create a personalized calendar with reminders for reporting requirements.
2. Watch “Preventing and Dealing with Overpayments” video on the DOR ‘Spotlight on Social Security’ YouTube Channel.
3. Go to the Pay.gov website to see where you can go to repay an overpayment online.
Module 3: Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)
Session 13: Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) Eligibility & Appeals 
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289303]Explain what SSDI is and how it differs from Supplemental Security Income (SSI).
· Learn the basic rules for eligibility, including work credits and medical requirements.
· Define Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) and how it affects SSDI.
· Identify steps in the application and appeals process.
Activities:
1. Learn the definition of disability by going to the DB101 website and reviewing the 5 steps.
2. Sign in to your ‘mySSA account’ and look under “More Benefits” to see if you’ve worked long enough to qualify to receive SSDI.
3. Check out your local legal services for resources for an attorney or advocate for representation if an appeal is needed.
Session 14: Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) Trial Work Period (TWP)
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289413]Define the TWP and how it works.
· Learn how many months count toward the TWP and the 60-month rule.
· Learn what happens to SSDI payments during the TWP.
· Identify resources for help with benefits planning.
Activities:
1. Go to the Ticket to Work Find Help page to find your local Work Incentive Planning and Assistance (WIPA) project or Employment Network (EN).
Session 15: Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) Extended Period of Eligibility (EPE)
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289569]Explain how the EPE follows the Trial Work Period.
· Learn how monthly earnings are compared to SGA.
· Identify what a Cessation Month and Grace Period are.
· Explain what happens after the EPE ends and options for reinstatement.
Activities:
1. Check the current SGA level on the SSA website.
Session 16: Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) Tools to Reduce Countable Income
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289657]Define “countable income” and explain how it affects SSDI eligibility.
· Identify how PTO, IRWEs, subsidies, and special conditions may lower countable income.
· Explain how to document and report countable income offsets to Social Security.
· Learn strategies to proactively manage income and avoid overpayments.
Activities:
1. In the SSA Red Book, check the index to find the pages that explain Impairment Related Work Expenses (IRWEs). Make a list of items or services that you pay for out of pocket and need in order to work and add up the amount of your IRWE costs.
2. Locate the form SSA-821-BK on the SSA website to see what information is required for submitting a subsidy or special condition.
Session 17: Expedited Reinstatement (EXR) of Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) Benefits
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289884]Define EXR and why it exists.
· List the requirements to qualify for EXR.
· Learn how provisional payments and the Initial Reinstatement Period (IRP) work.
· Explain the role of retroactive payments and how to request EXR.
Activities:
1. Go to the DB101 website and read the EXR overview to learn about the EXR eligibility criteria.
2. Make sure you are keeping records of any proof of reducing countable earnings, Paid Time Off, Impairment Related Work Expensess, and Subsidy or Special Conditions.
Session 18: Medicare & Medicare Savings Programs (MSPs) for Social Security Disability Beneficiaries
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk214289988]Explain the basics of the 4 parts of Medicare.
· Learn how SSDI recipients qualify for Medicare and the 24-month waiting period.
· Identify options to keep Medicare coverage while working (EPMC, dual eligibility).
· Explain how MSPs reduce costs, prevent penalties, and provide extra help with prescriptions.
Activities:
1. Go to the Medicare website “I’m getting Social Security benefits before 65” and follow the steps learn additional information about Medicare and get answers to Frequently Asked Questions.
[bookmark: _Hlk211949057]Session 19: Medicaid Buy In Programs for Social Security Disability Beneficiaries
Learning Objectives:
· [bookmark: _Hlk211949079]Define Medicaid Buy-In and how it supports workers with disabilities.
· Explain how state rules affect income, resource limits, and premiums.
· Learn the basic features of the programs and the coverage groups.
· Identify questions to ask when exploring state-specific Buy-In programs.
Activities:
1. Find your local Medi-Cal county office on the Department of Health Care Services (DHCS) website. 
2. Check to see if you can obtain or retain Medi-Cal (Medicaid) based on California income limits.

Supplementary Resources
[bookmark: _Hlk201304815]Tools Provided:
· Social Security Red Book
· SSI/SSDI Comparison Chart
· Budgeting Templates
· Wage Reporting Checklist
· Reporting Responsibilities
· Employment Network/Vocational Rehabilitation Directory
Next Steps After Program Completion
Upon completing this program, you'll be prepared to:
1. Move forward with your employment goals with confidence
2. Access personalized one-on-one benefits counseling services
3. Utilize ongoing follow-up services to address changes in your situation
4. Connect with Employment Networks or Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) projects for additional benefit or employment-related assistance
[bookmark: _Hlk217326631][bookmark: _Hlk201304848]Remember, this program is just the beginning. If you are currently working with the Department of Rehabilitation (DOR), your Work Incentive Planner (WIP) will remain available to support you throughout your employment journey. 
If you are not currently working with the DOR, and would like to sign up for services, visit the Get Started page and sign up. We can’t wait to work with you!

By completing this course, you've taken an important step toward financial independence while maintaining the benefits you need. Keep going and believing in yourself—your future is bright, and this is just the beginning!
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