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Best Practice Update 

The Importance of Work Incentive Education for Students in 

Transition, their Families and Teachers 

By Amy Armstrong, Consumer Liaison for the ND Medicaid 

Infrastructure Grant, NDCPD at Minot State University 

 
Lack of understanding regarding benefits by students, parents 
and teachers can be a barrier to employment for transition age 
youth with disabilities.  The North Dakota Center for Persons 
with Disabilities Medicaid Infrastructure Grant is a partnership 
with the ND Department of Human Services.  This grant is 
funded through the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
to improve options and remove barriers to employment for 
people with disabilities in North Dakota.   
 
The National Organization on Disability (N.O.D.), 2000 survey 
results state that “only three in ten working-age (18-64) people 
with disabilities are employed full or part-time, compared to 
eight in ten working-age people without disabilities (32% versus 
81%).  Also two out of three unemployed people with 
disabilities would prefer to be working” (N.O.D./Harris, 2000).  
High school students are considering and preparing for “what 
they will be when they grow up.”  Youth with disabilities should 
be no different.  High school transition years, starting at age 14, 
should include career planning, work experience, and benefit 
and work incentive education.  
 
Why is access to accurate work incentive information critical?  
Because recent changes in legislation now encourage 
employment among people with disabilities.  How work affects 
benefits such as Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), housing, and food stamps 
has changed.  In the past there were huge disincentives for 
individuals with disabilities to go to work.  Now there are 
alternative options for working individuals with disabilities.    
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However, some students are still discouraged from seeking employment or from taking a job 
because parents and teachers fear that students will lose their “Benefits.”   These myths include 
statements such as, “People who go to work will lose cash benefits.  People who go to work will 
lose Medicaid; or Benefits will stop if a person goes into a training program, such as a vocational 
or university program.”  This may have been true in the past, however, now there are many work 
incentive programs and opportunities that encourage individuals with disabilities to be gainfully 
employed.  In fact, the current best practice is to encourage employment so that individuals are 
not relying on benefits.  Work incentives are geared to full-time and part-time employment 
outcomes within the community.  
 
One difficulty, however, is that often students, families and teachers lack adequate knowledge 
about work incentives that apply to Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social Security 
Disability Insurance (SSDI) and that affect Medicaid.  Misinformation can be a potential barrier 
to employment for youth in transition.  In order to help students and families, teachers need to 
access accurate information and resources.  It is not essential, nor is it wise, for the teacher or 
parents to feel that they must become an expert regarding Social Security and Medicaid Benefits.  
The training that experts receive is very extensive.  As educators, your job is to focus on where 
to access reliable resources and meeting student-centered employment outcomes.   
 
North Dakota currently has one half-time benefits planner located at Rehab Services Inc. in 
Minot, ND.  The “Benefits Planner” is a recent position set up through the Social Security 
Administration under the North Dakota Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach Program.  
The Benefits Planner assists individuals receiving Social Security benefits to analyze and 
determine how benefits may be affected by employment and educates individuals about other 
work incentive opportunities.   The Benefits Planner can be consulted through one-on-one 
meetings, email, and telephone consultations.  Also, work incentive trainings are available at 
conferences and workshops for students, parents and educators.  The Social Security 
Administration also provides extensive information regarding work incentives and has a section 
just for transition age youth.  All educators should become familiar with this resource and the 
Social Security Red Book: A Summary Guide to Employment Support for Individuals with 
Disabilities Under the Social Security Insurance and Supplemental Security Income Programs 
available online at: http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.html  or 
http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.pdf . 
 
Transition planning team members need accurate information regarding these Social Security 
work incentives and the impact that wages will have on benefits.   Making use of resources and 
trainings early in the transition planning will help students, families, and teachers better 
understand the impact that wages could have on benefits.  Informed employment decisions can 
then be made if they are aware of such work incentives as the Student Earned Income Exclusion 
(SEIE), Plan for Achieving Self Support (PASS), Impairment Related Work Expenses (IRWE), 
Continued Medicaid Eligibility - Section 1619(b), ND Workers with Disabilities Coverage 
(WWD), and many other programs.   

http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.html
http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.pdf
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Examples of how these work incentives benefit individuals include:  

• The PASS allows an individual to set aside income and/or resources for a specified time 
to help achieve a work goal such as setting aside money for vocational training.  This 
PASS does not count against that person when Social Security figures out the SSI 
payment and these resources also do not count when determining continued SSI 
eligibility.  

•  Continued Medicaid Eligibility – Section 1619b allows individuals to continue Medicaid 
coverage even if their earnings and other income become too high for an SSI cash 
payment.   

 
There are many other work incentive opportunities that have not been mentioned.  The point to 
remember is that full-time employment in definitely an option that students, families and 
teachers should consider.  
 
By dispelling some of the myths that individuals, families, and teachers have regarding benefits 
and employment, the opportunities for students to be involved in paid community work-related 
learning may become more prevalent.  Students can now have knowledge regarding their 
benefits while considering their desired employment outcomes in high school and for the future.  
With the fear of losing Medicaid and Social Security Benefits no longer in the picture, students 
can focus on working in their community, paying taxes and enjoying increased independence due 
to competitive employment.   
 
Resources: 
 
North Dakota Benefits Planning Assistance and Outreach Program (BPAO): 
Analyze Benefits and determine how they may be affected by employment as well as available 
work incentives to support employment. 
Located at: 

Rehab Services Inc.  
1421 2nd Ave. SW 
Minot, ND 58701 
1-800-258-8132 
TTY: 701-839-5988 
Email: rsi@minot.com 

 
Social Security Administration 
Home Page: www.ssa.gov 
Work Incentive and Employment information: 
http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.html 
Social Security 2004 Red Book PDF: http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.pdf 
 
National Center on Secondary Education and Transition 
http://www.ncset.org/default.asp 
 

mailto:rsi@minot.com
http://www.ssa.gov/
http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.html
http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.pdf
http://www.ncset.org/default.asp
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North Dakota Medicaid Infrastructure Grant 
ND Center for Persons with Disabilities 
Minot State University 
500 University Ave. West 
Minot, ND 58707 
1-800-233-1737 V/TTY 
Email: ndmig@minotstateu.edu 
www.ndmig.com 
www.ndcpd.org 
 
North Dakota Centers for Independent Living 

Dakota Center for Independent Living  
3111 East Broadway Avenue  
Bismarck, ND 58501  
(701) 222-3636  
TTY: (701) 222-3636  
Fax: (701) 222-0511  
Email: dcil@dakotacil.org 

Options Interstate Resource CIL (also serves North Dakota) 
318 Third Street, Northwest  
East Grand Forks, MN 56721  
(218) 773-6100; (800) 726-3692 
TTY: (218) 773-6100  
Fax: (218) 773-7119  
Email: options@myoptions.info 

Freedom Resource CIL (also serves Minnesota) 
2701 Ninth Avenue, Southwest  
Fargo, ND 58103 
(701) 478-0459  
TTY: (701) 478-0459 
Fax: (701) 478-0510  
Email: bobbif@freedomrc.org 

Independence, Inc.  
300 Third Avenue Southwest, Suite F  
Minot, ND 58701-4308  
(701) 839-4724  
TTY: (701) 839-6561 or (800) 377-5114 
Fax: (701) 838-1677  
Email: agency@independencecil.org 
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