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A Resource Guide for Transition Age Youth (“TAY”):  
Applying for Supplemental Security Income (“SSI”) (
Why to Consider Applying

You may be reluctant to apply for SSI if you have been diagnosed with a mental illness and are unable to work—there is a fair amount of stigma associated with both mental illness and SSI.  But it doesn’t have to be this way. 

If your mental illness is preventing you from accomplishing the things that are important to you:  for instance, finding employment or completing school, part of making sure that you successfully transition to adulthood is making sure to take care of your mental health needs sooner rather than later.

Receiving SSI during the time you are transitioning to adulthood can sincerely help you get back on your feet and move toward long-lasting stability, and why should there be stigma associated with that?  

Some of the key benefits for TAY who receive SSI are these:  

1. You will receive a monthly income check to help you cover the costs of housing and food.  

2. Possibly more importantly, however, you will receive health insurance to cover the cost of your mental and physical health conditions.
 

3. Additionally, you will be permitted to work part-time if you desire.  So you can begin pursue some of your career goals while simultaneously receiving SSI.  

4. Further, when the time is right, SSI counselors will help you get off SSI and transition to full-time work through a variety of vocational rehabilitation programs.  

Having financial support in place through as you deal with your mental illness may be a critical step in order to make progress toward recovery.
Nuts and Bolts Eligibility Criteria
You may qualify for SSI if you are (1) low income (which includes most TAY or individuals 16 to 25) and (2) an administrative law judge finds that your mental health condition is expected to last twelve months and also prevents you from working.

Therefore, if you and your doctor/s, friend/s, or family member/s believe that your mental health condition may prevent you from working or going to school for the next year, you should strongly consider applying for SSI.

Myths about SSI
· Drugs/Alcohol

I am not eligible for SSI because I have a drug or alcohol problem or dual diagnosis.  

This is not true.  While in general SSI benefits will not be granted to persons who abuse drugs or alcohol, when the drug or alcohol condition is not materially separable from your diagnosis, you are still eligible for SSI.  

In many cases, it is a close call as to whether your substance abuse problem (if you have one) caused your mental illness or your mental illness caused your substance abuse problem.  You will have to work closely with your doctor to document the history of your substance abuse problem as it relates to your mental illness in order to accurately answer this question.  

In most cases, however, the drug or alcohol condition is not materially separable from your mental illness and you are eligible for SSI despite your ongoing substance abuse problems.

· You Receive Income

I am receiving an income and therefore cannot receive SSI.

You may have an income and still receive SSI benefits.  Your income needs to be below $856 dollars per month in order to receive SSI.  

For instance, if you go back to work after receiving SSI and earn $685 per month, you would still receive your SSI check.
  However, your SSI check would be reduced based on this income (which you are required to report).
  If your income is $685 per month, based on the current SSA calculations, your SSI check will be reduced by $300 only.
  Therefore, you will receive your SSI check of $556 plus your earnings of $685 and your total income for the month will be $1,241.
  SSA wants to encourage you to go back to work, and therefore “you will always come out ahead if you go back to work.”
  

Even if you earn over $856 in a month, you will still continue to receive your health insurance through Medi-Cal.
  Additionally, even if you continue to receive an income of over $856 you will stay on SSI for up to one year.
  But after the one year period you will enter a period of “Expedited Reinstatement,” in which if you lose your job and relapse you will be expedited back into the SSI system quickly and will not have to go through the regular applications process.

· Parent/Guardian Income

My parents are providing for me currently, and so I am worried that I may not meet the low-income criteria.  

Even if your parents are providing for you, you may still be eligible for SSI.  Take the time to go to the SSA office to begin an application to see if you are eligible.  Each individual is different and so your claim will need to be evaluated on an individual basis.  

· It Takes Too Much Time

It may take years before I hear whether or not I receive benefits and by that time I may not need benefits.

Yes, applying for SSI takes too much time.  In some cases it may take years before the determination of awarding you benefits is reached.  Nonetheless, do not be discouraged to apply because of timing.  Even if your condition improves, you may still be awarded retroactive benefits for the time in which you were prevented from obtaining work due to your disabling mental health condition.  

· Receipt of Gifts

Once on SSI, if anyone gives me a financial gift I will lose my SSI.
Once on SSI, you will receive a monthly check for $856 (the current rate) so long as your individual savings is under $2,000.  But if in any given month, your resources/savings goes over $2,000 the only consequence is that you will not be issued your monthly check for $856.
   Additionally, there are ways to spend money that you receive in a gift (assuming it places your savings over $2,000) and still receive your SSI check—talk to an SSI representative about this if you fall into this category.
· Receiving SSI prevents me from working or going to school 

Receiving SSI will interfere with my goal of working or going to school so why would I ever want to apply?

Receiving SSI does not prevent you from going back to work or school, in fact in many cases it may help you to get back on track and move toward these goals.  Some jobs that recent SSI recipients with mental illnesses have had (based on their personal interests and talents) include working in the restaurant business, landscaping, retail or sales, the computer industry, or janitorial or recycling services.
  The list of possible jobs is endless (and should be based on your interests) so long as your income is under $856 per month. 


Additionally, once you are receiving SSI you are automatically eligible for help 
from SSA in finding part-time or full-time employment when you are ready.
  
Each county has a different set of vocational service providers who work with 
SSA to assist SSI clients in finding employment.
  The Department of 
Rehabilitation is one such resource.  Whatever the source of vocational services, 
however, SSA will assist you in taking relevant vocational classes based on your 
interests, receiving appropriate clothes for interviewing (and money for 
transportation to interviews), and referring you to an individual career counselor 
to help you with your resume and interviewing skills.


Finally, whether or not you work or attend classes while receiving SSI is not the 
key criteria for terminating your SSI benefits.  Once awarded SSI benefits, the 
only way your benefits can be terminated is if your mental disability has 
“significantly 
improved.”
  
· The Application for SSI is On-Line
Though many SSA forms are available on-line, an application for SSI is not one of them.  In order to begin the process of applying for SSI, the first step is to meet with a Claim Representative at your local SSA office who will assist you in this process.
How to Apply
The bureaucratic and time-consuming process associated with applying for SSI is enough to turn some TAY completely away from filing an initial application.  Don’t let this happen to you—receiving SSI is too important for your future if you qualify.  

We have assembled a step-by-step guide below to walk you through the application process and make it a little bit easier, though we acknowledge that it won’t be perfect and applying will likely be a real pain at times.  

First, how old are you?

If you are under 18, follow the steps below with your parent or guardian.  A parent or guardian is needed in order for you to successfully complete the application.  

If you are 18 or over (regardless of whether you live with a parent or guardian) you may follow the steps below on your own if you wish.

Second, contact the Social Security Administration (“SSA”) In Either of the Following Ways:
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	Contact SSA Headquarters

This may be the preferred method, particularly if your Local SSA Office is very busy and hard to reach via phone.  

Phone the Social Security Administration toll-free at 1-800-772-1213 (sometimes the wait may be several minutes) and ask an operator to assist you with making an appointment to apply for SSI at your local SSA office.  

The operator will ask you several questions and you will need to have the following information available: your social security number; your full name; information concerning your resources and any income (or possibly that of a parent or guardian if such individuals support you); and information regarding your mental health disability.  

The operator will then set up an appointment for you at your local Social Security Office with a Claim Representative.  While you are on the phone with the SSA, make sure to obtain the phone number and address of your local SSA Office or find it on-line by going to https://s044a90.ssa.gov/apps6z/FOLO/fo001.jsp and by typing in your zip code.

You will receive a confirmation letter in the mail from SSA with the date, time, and location of your appointment at your local SSA office.


	Contact your Local SSA Office

Find out the address or phone of your Local SSA Office at the following URL:

https://s044a90.ssa.gov/apps6z/FOLO/fo001.jsp
Type in your zip code and you will be able to obtain the phone number and address of your local SSA Office.

Some Local SSA Offices operate on a walk-in basis.  In such a situation, all you will need to do is walk into the office and obtain a number and wait in the office until a Claim Representative is available to meet with you.  This might take several hours.  We recommend that you bring a book or magazine.  You will likely need to bring your birth certificate, a valid driver’s license, and documentation from a medical provider regarding your mental health disability.  Check with your local SSA office to make sure you bring the appropriate documents to begin your SSI application.

Other Local SSA Offices, however, operate by appointment only.  So in this case you would have to call ahead and set one up at a specific time.  But either way, call in advance to determine whether you need an appointment or can just walk-in to begin your application.

Contacting SSA headquarters (see column on the left) may be preferred if your local SSA Office is difficult to get a hold of via phone.



Third, Attending Your Appointment/Interview at your Local SSA Office: 

During your appointment/interview, an application for SSI will be filled out by you and your Claim Representative.  Your Claim Representative will assist you with any other information that you need regarding benefits at this time.  

It is a really good idea to bring knowledge of your condition to this meeting.  We would even recommend that you write down a list of things that frustrate you about your mental illness related to your career goals.  

For instance, do you find that you are unable to make it to work or school on time, maybe due to a side-effect of drowsiness of your medication?  Do you have difficulties getting along with others in social settings?  Are there any specific instances you can think of in which you recently attempted to work or attend school and something prevented you from accomplishing this?  

If possible, talk to your doctor (if you have one) about applying for SSI—if he or she can give you a signed note stating that you are expected to be unable to work or attend school for one year due to your condition this would also speed up the processing of your application.  If you do not have a doctor, SSA will pay to have you evaluated by one of their doctors.  

Most importantly, try to be your own advocate in this process: bring detailed and accurate information about your condition and be open and honest with your doctors and Claim Representative.

Again, your Claim Representative and doctor are your best SSI allies if you give them accurate and detailed information about your mental illness as it relates to your career or school goals.  The Claim Representative, in particular, will be literally writing your application and passing it along to a SSA Disability Determination Officer.  If all the information is in place, and you have addressed the eligibility criteria addressed in the previous “Nuts and Bolts” section, you might even be awarded benefits as early as the initial determination stage (which could be as early as three months from the date you filed).

Fourth, Waiting for the Next Step:

There are a variety of paths an SSI application can take after it is initially filed.  Sometimes the process can take up to two years because you need to be evaluated by more medical professionals and also because of the backlog of applications at the SSA office.  

One idea that is often hard to get used to is that if you are denied SSI at the first couple stages of your application process (usually within the first six months), do not be discouraged that the end result will be that you are denied SSI.  Strange, we agree.

In fact, we might even suggest that you anticipate that your SSI application will be denied at the first couple stages.  This is because the system is set up for numerous appeals and is designed to weed out faulty claims.  
Yet, if you are awarded benefits even two years later than your initial filing date, you will be awarded SSI benefits retroactively.  This means that once awarded SSI, even if it is two years later from the date you applied, you will receive all the money they would have otherwise paid you if you had been awarded SSI on the date that you initially applied.

Fifth, Details for going through the Hearings Process:

If you continue to appeal a denied claim for benefits—which we encourage you to do—you will eventually attend a hearing before an administrative law judge.  Administrative proceedings are informal compared to regular court proceedings.  

For instance, while administrative judges typically wear traditional judicial black robes, the administrative court room is more like a small office.   The judge still sits at a traditional “bench” or desk, but there is no jury box or room for public seating.  This is because the administrative hearing is private and closed to the public.  

The only other persons in the administrative court room will be an SSA vocational specialist, an SSA medical specialist, yourself, possibly an attorney (if you choose to have one), possibly a case manager, and any other guests you choose to invite.  

At this hearing your interests may be represented by an attorney or possibly a case manager.  The judge and other experts will ask you questions about your mental health condition as it relates to work or school at this time.
Aftermath

Assuming that you are granted SSI benefits at some stage in the administrative hearing process, you will want to better educate yourself about the details associated with income and savings once you begin to receive SSI.  SSA representatives should be able to assist you with obtaining this information.  One tip, however, is to try to establish a relationship with one person at SSA regarding your SSI case so that you always have someone who knows your situation personally.
  


If after applying for SSI, however, you are denied benefits (after exhausting all or most stages of appeal), there are other options to receiving financial support as you deal with your mental illness while trying to get back to work or school.  You might try the two following options.  First, if your mental illness is not expected to last for one year, you may qualify for state disability insurance.  Unlike federal SSI, with state disability insurance, your illness need not be expected to last for at least one year.  You might try contacting your county mental health department to learn more about this.  Second, you may be eligible for county health insurance based on your low-income status.  Some counties have such programs in place, so you should contact your county mental health department to learn if your county has such a program and if you might be eligible.

Additional Resources

Disability Benefits 101 Web site, www.db101.org

Social Security Administration, www.socialsecurity.gov

The Health Consumer Alliance: Helping Californians Get the Health Care They Need, www.healthconsumer.org
Mental Health Association in California, 916-557-1167

OR








( This report has been a collaborative effort by Rachel Scherer, Frank Smith, and Matt Ulm of the Mental Health Association in California.


� Receiving SSI is an important step in order to facilitate benefits from federal-state health insurance programs, such as Medicaid, known as Medi-Cal in California.


� Social Security Practice Guide § 25.03(3) (2006).


� Mason O’Neal, Benefits Coordinator, Independent Living Resource Center San Francisco, How Will Working Affect My Benefits?, San Francisco, California, Oct. 26, 2007.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� O’Neal, supra note 3.


� Interview with Transitional Living & Community Support Case Managers, Sacramento, California, Oct. 11, 2007.
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