Benefits Counseling Toolkit
for Educators and Families

What Benefits Are Available?
Supplemental Security Income (SSI): Social Security administers this program. Social Security Administration (SSA) pays monthly
benefits to people with limited income and resources who are disabled, blind, or age 65 or older. Blind or disabled children may also
get SSI.
Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): SSDI supports individuals who are disabled and have a qualifying work history,
either through their own employment or a family member (spouse/parent).
What Is the difference between SSI and SSDI?
The major difference is that SSI determination is based on age/disability and limited income and resources, whereas SSDI
determination is based on disability and work credits. In addition, in most states, an SSI recipient will automatically qualify
for health care coverage through Medicaid. A person with SSDI will automatically qualify for Medicare after
24 months of receiving disability payments (individuals with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis [ALS] are eligible for
Medicare immediately).
Waiver: In its most basic sense, a waiver is a mechanism through which a person with a disability can receive eligibility-based
supports and services in the community; in essence, a person is “waiving” their decision to receive services and supports in a
facility (this is from whence the term “waiver” originates). For individuals with Autism or Intellectual Disability, the Office of
Developmental Programs has four waivers and one managed-care program:
• The Consolidated Waiver, which does not have a cap for the amount that may be spent on services
• The Adult Autism Waiver (AAW), which does not have a cap for the amount that may be spent on services
• The Community Living Waiver (CLW), with an annual cap that may be spent on services
• The Person/Family Directed Supports Waiver (P/FDS), with an annual cap that may be spent on services, and an
extra $15,000 that may be used for Supported Employment (SE) or Advanced Supported Employment (ASE)
• The Adult Community Autism Program (ACAP). This is currently available in a limited number of counties.
For persons with physical disabilities and cross-disabilities, Pennsylvania’s Office of Long-Term Living (OLTL) has waiver programs
and ACT 150 (attendant care) services.
Medical Assistance: The Medicaid program, called “Medical Assistance” in Pennsylvania, offers free health insurance to children
whose families are within certain income limits. If a child has a disability, he or she may be able to get MA even if the family has
income above the limit.
Medical Assistance for Workers with Disabilities (MAWD): MAWD lets Pennsylvanians with disabilities take a fulfilling job, earn
more money and still keep their full medical coverage. With MAWD you can keep Medical Assistance while you work, even if your
earnings increase above the limits for other Medical Assistance programs. Now you do not have to choose between a job and
your health.
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): SNAP is the largest federal nutrition assistance program. SNAP provides
benefits to eligible low-income individuals and families via an Electronic Benefits Transfer card. This card can be used like a debit
card to purchase eligible food in authorized retail food stores
Housing and Urban Development (HUD): HUD provides housing support by helping create a decent home and suitable living
environment for all Americans.

What Is Benefits Counseling?
Benefits counseling is a free service offered through SSA’s Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) program to explain
how working may affect your federal and state benefits, including, but not limited to:
• SSDI and SSI
• Housing assistance
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)/food stamps
• Healthcare benefits, including Medicare and Medicaid

What Steps Should I Take to Get Benefits Counseling?
Call the SSA’s Ticket to Work Help Line at 1-866-968-7842 / 1-866-833-2967 (TTY)
Contact ACHIEVA Family Trust OR
Contact your Office of Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (OVR) Counselor or Office of Developmental Programs or Office of
Long Term Living (ODP or OLTL) Supports Coordinator if you are eligible to receive Benefits Counseling through OVR, ODP or
OLTL.

What Is Important to Understand About Benefits Counseling?
Benefits counseling is provided as a continuum. As your circumstances change, you may need to access benefits counseling.
Benefits counseling should be looked at throughout the life span.
Here are the types of service providers that can assist you:
• Employment Networks (EN) are private or public organizations that can help with career counseling and assistance
with job placement, including helping you understand how benefits may be affected by work. This includes ENs that
are also part of a state’s public workforce system (also referred to as Workforce EN (WF).
• Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) agencies usually work with individuals who need more significant services. In some
states, this includes intensive training, education and rehabilitation. They may also provide career counseling, job
placement assistance and counseling on the effect that working may have on Social Security disability benefits.
• Work Incentives Planning & Assistance (WIPA) projects are organizations within your community that are authorized
by Social Security to provide free benefits counseling to Social Security disability beneficiaries to help you make
informed choices about work.
• Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) organizations represent eligible beneficiaries
to remove barriers to successful employment and will help you understand your rights regarding conditions of
employment.
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Pennsylvania has a variety of housing programs and
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Know Your Rights
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