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SSA’s DISABILITY DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS LIKELY TO PROVIDE IMPORTANT INFORMATION ABOUT DISABILITY WORK INCENTIVES

by Eileen P. Sweeney
Youth Transition Demonstration

The Youth Transition Demonstration consists of seven cooperative agreements that SSA entered into in six states in September 2003.  These projects are designed to test service delivery systems to ascertain how communities can most effectively integrate services and resources to support the successful transition of youth with disabilities from high school to work or post-secondary education.  “During this critical period of transition to adulthood, the services provided to youth with disabilities can prepare them for postsecondary education, employment, and economic self-sufficiency.”  The demonstration focuses on youth with disabilities aged 14 to 25, with the goal of helping them “maximize their economic self-sufficiency as they transition from school to work.” 

The six states involved are California, Colorado, Iowa, Maryland, Mississippi, and   New York (two projects).  The cooperative agreements are for five years, subject to the availability of funds.  “The projects are designed to collaborate among federal, state, and local agencies to develop and implement sustainable improvements in the delivery of transition services and supports.  The projects will test ways to remove other barriers to employment and economic self-sufficiency.” 

Generally, the projects work with youth aged 14 to 25 who receive SSI, Social Security Disability Insurance (DI), or Childhood Disability Benefits (CDB) “and those at risk of receiving such benefits, including those who have a progressive disability, who have a prognosis for decreased functioning, or who have existing disabling conditions prior to age 18 that would render them eligible [for SSI] except for deemed parental income.”   

In addition to providing the funds to conduct the demonstration projects, SSA has created a set of “alternative SSI programs rules” for participants in the demonstration projects.  These rules share themes similar to the rules created for the Florida Freedom Initiative, with some modifications.  There are five key rules changes in the Youth Transition Demonstration.

First, if SSA determines as a result of a continuing disability review or a review of eligibility at age 18 that the youth no longer meets the SSI disability test, SSA will continue to pay SSI benefits for as long as the individual continues to participate in the demonstration project.

Second, SSA will apply the student earned income exclusion to all participants in the demonstrations, not just to those who are under age 22, as provided in current law.  Under the student earned income exclusion, SSA disregards up to $1,370 of earnings in a month, totaling no more than $5,520 for the year in 2004.  (The amounts are adjusted annually for inflation.)

Third, the general earned income exclusion ($65 a month plus half of the remaining earnings) will be increased so that SSA will exclude $65 a month plus three-fourths of the remaining earnings.

Fourth, SSA will extend its rules that provide preferential treatment to savings in certain federally-supported individual development accounts to IDAs that do not involve those federal funds.  For participants in these youth demonstrations, SSA will exclude from countable income the earnings placed in an IDA and also will exclude the full value of the IDA from countable resources.

Fifth, SSA will allow slightly broader goals for PASS accounts established by participants in these demonstrations.  SSA will approve a PASS that has either career exploration or postsecondary education as its goal.  If the goal is postsecondary education, the PASS will be required to provide for developing a work goal at least one year prior to completion of the participant’s degree requirements. 

SSA is evaluating proposals to provide technical assistance and training to the Youth Transition Demonstration grantees.[51]  Materials accompanying the request-for-proposals for technical assistance and training indicate that a second request will be issued for a contractor to evaluate the demonstration.
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