
The California Work Incentives Initiative
The World Institute on Disability (WID) developed the California Work Incentives Initiative (CWII) in 2000 to provide health coverage, work and benefits information to California youth and adults with disabilities. CWII provides community outreach, training and web-based services, including one-on-one technical assistance at Disability Benefits 101 (www.db101.org). CWII launched "DB101" in 2004, creating a model plain language, interactive, state-focused website in English and Spanish on public and private benefits, employment services and resources from state, federal and private sources. Since July 2006, DB101 has Benefits Planning Sessions with calculators that allow users to explore and compare "scenarios" starting with their current situation and including their employment plans or prospects. The new tools allow users to find out more about benefits rules when things change, when planning a new job, when earnings change, when getting married or with other financial planning. DB101 users can start a confidential planning session, save it, and come back to it later. The suite of statewide services is called Disability Benefits 101 Information Services, working with a disability in California.  
CWII provides these timely services in collaboration with scores of public agencies, community-based service providers and technical contractors. CWII staffs a statewide public policy, education and discussion network on health, work, benefits, and disability, called the California Work Group on Work Incentives and Health Care (the CWG). 

California Update Summer 2007
Training Experiences Using Online Benefits Planning Sessions with Calculator Features

The DB101 Benefits to Work calculator has proven to be a highly effective, innovative tool for training benefits planners, as well as a wide range of service providers whose work can include a focus on health coverage, Social Security and other disability benefits, and employment. The article Learning Power, Training with Benefits Calculators, and Calculator User Feedback, provide narrative background and trainee feedback on recent training using the Benefits to Work calculator.

DB101 staff have experienced that online calculators provide training events with concrete visualizations of the effects of employment and other changes on benefit rules and benefit program interactions.  The visualizations have generated innumerable training participant “ahah!” moments that evidence participants’ deeper understanding of the inter-relationships of benefit programs and employment outcomes.  This effect and result has been born out consistently in California training field experience using calculators since May 2006.

Samples of Dramatic Training Results
In a training environment, calculators have taught groups the surprising or hidden effects that Social Security disability beneficiaries will face being employed. The calculators deliver extra depth to the training and the learning experience; as one trainee put it, “I have a way in to all this now.” 
Case Examples:


Multiple Effects of the SSDI cash cliff for a concurrent beneficiary who works
When a concurrent beneficiary returns to work (someone on SSI and SSDI) and the trainer uses such a profile, she demonstrates the benefits planning session with the calculator and reaches the Benefits to Work Results pages. She can then show summary Results information for any month into the future with a new planned job, and without a new job, in comparative columns, and for any month in the next five years.

In the twelfth month of a steady, new job in this profile, with monthly earnings all above Social Security’s Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) amount per month ($900), trainees are shown that the SSDI cash benefit is still being paid in the 12th month details section. The trainees next view the 13th month details section, when in most cases the SSDI cash benefit stops. In many lower paying job scenarios, there can be a renewed eligibility for an SSI cash check in some cases when the SSDI cash benefit ends. In profiles where the data entered produces this credible estimate, the calculator will show the new credible estimate of a renewed SSI cash benefit eligibility in the 13th month, an outcome most newcomers would not have known about prior to the training.
For those in the training who do not “get” the calculator results as described, the trainer then manually computes the SSI and SSDI calculations on flipcharts and uses the www.db101.org SSDI Work Rules CloseUp, reinforcing the training information with added media. Invariably, we have seen a majority in the training rooms of 45 to 110 people come to an understanding of these rules in under two hours. This is precedent-setting from WID’s long training experience. With due respect to all kinds of training, it can be incredibly challenging to teach these multi program rules to broad audiences, especially newcomers, without this Social Security benefits “visualization” tool.


HUD Section 8 Voucher and SSI and SSDI

Benefits to Work calculator training can include current use of a Section 8 voucher for an SSI, SSDI or a concurrent beneficiary prior to the planned employment in the session. The net effects, the credible estimates provided of monthly income after start of a planned job, graphed in the calculator Results section in one graph, teach more people more time-efficiently about the impact of work on these benefit profiles.

What we summarize has been demonstrated in dozens of training events where a high majority of the trainees understand the results they need to understand, and why the results occurred, in markedly short periods of time. This net training effect has not been possible to date by WID staff in these numbers and timeframes prior to launching its Benefits to Work calculator. The training experiences prompted WID to write the article below, Learning Power, in the fall of 2006.

Note: The trainer who includes the Benefits to Work calculator in outreach or training events must be a trained benefits expert, able to competently respond to the inevitable technical assistance questions that surface from trainees.
Effects of Social Security CWICs, AWICS, or One Stop Disability Program Navigators using the calculator as a training tool
Multiple program partners, government and community-based, now train with and use the same benefits planning calculator tools, dramatically reinforcing on-the-ground partnerships long sought by both sectors in direct services.

1. Social Security Region IX Area Work Incentives Coordinators (AWICs) have used the Benefits to Work calculator in their outreach events in California, with similar effects as described above. AWICs have served as technical assistants at many WID calculator trainings, and have co-presented manual calculations as trainees learn about the calculator’s results on the training room screen. The impression left after arriving at the same results two different ways is that the calculator produces credible estimates for profiles entered.

2. California is beginning to experience an improved statewide consistency in training regimens (with an anticipated rise in learning curves) as more One Stop Career Center Disability Program Navigators use these training tools. The net effect over time should be a marked increase in consumers and their natural supports asking more focused and targeted questions to meet their information needs as they plan employment.

3. The calculator is objective in its credible estimates; it is a “what is” tool. It has no editorial bias as a trainer presents the credible estimate results to large numbers of service providers. As in the article below, qualitative discussion as to the merits of the work plan is enriched with a better group understanding of the work impact on individual benefit profiles.

4. California Community Work Incentive Coordinators (CWICs) incorporate the web based Benefits to Work calculator into community outreach training. This also expands statewide consistent use of the Internet as an outreach and training component. Internet access exposes trainees to AWIC direct source contact information, Social Security’s Work Site, the Ticket to Work program website, new changing rules of any kind and where to find them. Finally, it allows for training tips on how to effectively use Social Security terms of art and acronyms in online search engines when doing individual case research.

~~~~~~

Calculators are not designed to replace one on one benefits planning services; they are designed to support and improve on these services. They can also train groups of neophytes on the essentials of sound benefits planning steps that produce results. 

The sessions do not make benefit rules or people’s lives less complex.  Once AWICs and other staff are trained to include using calculators in their outreach and training, over a year of testing has shown WID that they have a unique and powerful training tool. This collaborative training builds stronger work incentives networks with Vocational Rehabilitation, One Stops, Ticket to Work Employment Networks and community based non-profit employment services providers, family groups, educators and education-based counselors.  WID is proud to report that many of these programs have direct service staff today using the CA Benefits to Work calculator. Our DB101 outreach and training events are how we got to ‘here.’  For 2007, DB101 has 13 CA training events scheduled on calculators into the fall, many at the request of local programs who have received word of prior training using the Benefits to Work calculator.

DB101 has gained experience that benefits planning sessions with calculators inform up to certain points that can enable some disability beneficiaries, family members and community members to use the calculator sessions without assistance. However, consumers are routinely encouraged in the calculator narrative text (Tips) and in training to seek person-centered technical assistance from a trained benefits planner. 

With constrained budgeting anticipated for years to come, the DB101 core team believes that plain language, web based tools combined with expert trainers and benefits planners are the cutting edge components needed to reach markedly wider target populations with “the right information at the right time.” 
Feedback on Benefits Training Sessions with Calculators

“Everyone in Fresno is ecstatic about the training and the quality. The calculator helps everyone realize the importance of benefits planning early on.”

Anne Marie Rennells, Benefits Planner 
Community Work Incentives Coordinator (CWIC)
Center for Independent Living, Fresno 

Joe Entwisle, formerly a Wisconsin benefits planner expert, is regarded by many as the grassroots pioneer nationally who encouraged development of state-centric benefits calculators on health coverage, benefits and employment:
“DB 101 has created the most comprehensive benefits planning and transition to work software to date. WID has created a model that aesthetically draws users in and asks the questions needed to address the issues created for workers with disabilities.”

Joe Entwisle

Health and Disability Advocates

Chicago, Illinois

“We have begun to use the disability benefits Calculator here at the North County One Stop Career Centers with customers that want to go to work and are afraid of losing their benefits. The Career Counselors and myself take them through step by step on the Calculator and  they can enter different jobs and earning scenario's and get some predictions about what may happen to their benefits if they take that job. Most scenarios show the customer they will have more money by going to work. Just seeing it in print and the graph really helps the customer feel more confident in beginning to look for employment. I have also given the Calculator information to parents of transitioning special ed students, they find it very helpful because they are wanting to know how going to work will affect their child's benefits. They were so happy to have a tool like this to assist them in decision making ahead of time.”
Jean Nelson, Disability Program Navigator

North County Inland Career Center, San Diego

Quotes from training exit evaluations - New Tools for Work Training

Los Angeles - June 14, 2006

“ Calculator is very helpful – makes it easy to give our consumers a concrete visual plan of their benefit plan.”

“I loved the result summary of income and medical, the personalized graph was great!”

“The new Benefits Planning seems to be a great new tool to use in assisting the consumer that wants to work but is apprehensive.”

Quotes from training exit evaluations - New Tools for Work Training

Oakland - June 15, 2006

“The disability calculator is a terrific tool.”

“Presentation of calculator – will definitely help ease the fears of returning to work.”

“I can’t wait to use the calculator with my clients!”

Quotes from training exit evaluations - Los Angeles Dept. of Mental Health Training

August 9, 2006

“Great training of this new tool. I think it will assist in helping our clients realize they can go to work and still keep benefits.”

“Very nice calculator – should make a dramatic impact in helping clients understand benefits + work and encourage an openness to return to work.”

“Will be very helpful in assisting consumers plan out the benefits, disability, and work.”

Note:

Formal independent training evaluations produced by Dr. Benjamin Bowser, Ph.D., and Tracey Cronin, along with training exit evaluations are on file at WID. They contain consistent findings that CWII training services with web based tools are popular, relevant, and considered a well-organized, productive use of people’s time.  
Learning Power
Training with Benefits Calculators 
–

By Josh Berezin
Disability Benefits 101 Information Services
World Institute on Disability
November 27, 2006 
 
This fall, DB101 Information Services is conducting its training series on health coverage, benefits, work, and disability in Alameda, Contra Costa, Fresno, and Kern Counties. The training series concludes in the East Bay with an all day training December 6 at the downtown Oakland State Office Building, and at the last training of the year on December 7 in Concord at the Willow Creek Center.
 
In the morning session Maria Iriarte, staff attorney for Protection and Advocacy, Inc., outlines the various benefit rules.  Later co-trainer Bryon MacDonald explains more of the work rules for these benefit programs. To illustrate how taking a job can affect benefits, he presents examples using DB101’s new Benefits-to-Work Calculator (at www.db101.org).

 
Most compelling for the training participants has been the sample calculator scenario for Deanna, a fictional middle-aged woman with a disability seeking her dream job as a homeless shelter counselor. During one recent training, MacDonald explained that Deanna was thinking about starting work at the new part-time salary of $1,600 per month.  Before taking the job, she was using SSI (Supplemental Security Income), SSDI (Social Security Disability Insurance), and a Section 8 housing voucher that helped with her rent. All these supports have their own work rules, so taking the job at the homeless shelter would affect Deanna’s benefits in complicated and confusing ways.

MacDonald demonstrated, however, that the DB101 calculator could explain the complex situation in a clear way.  He entered information on Deanna’s current benefits and future job, and the calculator produced a simple graph showing whether Deanna would be financially better or worse off during the five years after she took the job.  It also showed how her health coverage would change.  In Deanna’s case, the graph told an interesting story.  For the first two years after taking the job, she would be better off financially.  After her second year of working though, she would be no better or worse off than she was before taking the job.  She did have at least the same health care coverage as before, and was living mostly on her salary, not the income supports from the benefit programs.
 
These results sparked discussions that surprised even the experienced trainers. One service provider said, “I am not going to show these calculator results to my clients.” Comments like that prompted lively debates among participants at the training. They talked about all the pros and cons of the job offer, the new job skills, the networking, potential for raises, as well as the projected impact on her benefits in coming years.

These reactions were credible evidence that 40 to 50 service providers, at one sitting, had a new collective understanding of the connections Deanna’s new employment would have with her benefits over time.
 
 “DB101 calculators are not Turbo Tax. The tools give credible estimates of life after working, not final legal determinations,” stated MacDonald. But he added, “All the program rules can get confusing after a while. Not to offend anyone, but we have never seen whole training rooms debate these work and benefit outcomes with this level of confidence that the participants feel they know what all these results are about.”
 
The training participants, a cross agency variety of non-profit and public agency direct service providers, could intuitively understand the job’s effect on more than five different benefit programs over time. For the most part these were not trained benefits planners, but other service providers who could still connect with the estimates and the results enough to debate the qualitative outcomes. This is news.
 
California’s Protection and Advocacy collaborates with DB101 on training and web services. “We use power point and graphs and charts and case examples in our training, but using the online calculator in the training mix is a real eye opener,” Maria Iriarte concluded. “It's an invaluable tool!”

 
The DB101 fall training series concludes in the East Bay with all day training sessions on December 6 at the downtown Oakland State Office Building, and on December 7 in Concord at the Willow Creek Center.

DB101 Spanish Translation Competencies

WID deploys a five step process for translating DB101 and calculator text from English to a second language, Spanish at this time. The process would be similar for a third or more languages. The five steps include appropriate phone and email communication among the parties referenced to meet WID guidance criteria and final accuracy for legally-based text.

Step One:
Language 411, Professional Translators 

Step Two:
Vet Materials Translated with staff at WID and Protection and Advocacy, Inc.

Step Three:
Text Edits and Suggestions Back to Language 411

Step Four:
Post Step Three Translation to Calculator beta test Preview Site

Step Five: 
Launch to the Public 

Step One:
Language 411, Professional Translators

WID develops the English version of calculator text, that is, calculator questions and the qualitative text in home page, results pages and information tips throughout, in plain language, economically sparse text, a particular consistent register that retains legal accuracy at a readership level useful to the broadest possible audiences. Because of the high level of legal accuracy criteria needed, and across multiple benefit programs, the register is not exactly equivalent to a measurable 7th grade reading level, for example. English text however is vetted with CWII staff, subcontractors and DB101 web users for parallel construction, plain language readability and accuracy before submission to second language translators.

WID contracts with Language 411, an Oakland based professional translation service 1) experienced in legal and benefits text as well as 2) translation faithful to the register of the originating language. Jennifer Allen, owner and Services Manager of Language 411, has a Master’s Degree in Spanish/English Translation.  Her team employs a two stage translation process. One of her staff translates the WID text; a second staff person reviews, amends and edits the text with the translator before submission back to WID. 

Step Two:
Vet Materials Translated with staff at WID and Protection and Advocacy, Inc.

WID contracts with Protection and Advocacy, Inc. (PAI) and submits the translation to a bilingual staff attorney at PAI. PAI confirms or provides new input to WID on the translation’s legal accuracy and plain language register guidance as developed by WID. PAI returns written input to WID. If WID has bilingual staff or other subcontractors on board, the Language 411 translation is further vetted at the same time as the PAI review.
Step Three:
Text Edits and Suggestions Back to Language 411

WID sends the PAI, and if available, other written review and input to Language 411 for their review and use in the product.

Step Four:
Post Step Three Translation to Calculator beta test Preview Site

WID inserts the revised Language 411 Spanish text into the calculator prior to an online Preview Site beta testing period, usually a period of one to two months. Feedback from beta testers during the test period is reviewed and acted on by both WID and Language 411 staff for that translation text.

Step Five: 
Launch to the Public 

After the steps above, WID launches the bilingual calculator product online to the general public.

Addendum: Calculator Use Statistics May 2007

Eleven months after public launch of the CA Benefits to Work calculator, combined with our outreach and training regimen, 393 Benefits to Work calculator sessions were started in May, with 242 of those sessions completed; in other words, the user completed the work and entered into the calculator session’s Results sections. 

WID is not aware of any program to date in which the Benefits to Work calculator is required to be used by anyone for any reason.
Social Security and others may want to consider labor costs for 242 benefits planning sessions without use of this training and organizing tool. WID finds the emerging data promising and encouraging as calculator sessions are asking people to spend time and do some work. People are attracted to use the Benefits to Work calculator; significant numbers are finishing their sessions. Calculators #2, #3, and #4 are more recently launched to the public than #1 (available since July 2006); they have not been used extensively in training events to date.
CA DB101 Benefits Calculator Use for May 2007

Calculator Name


# Sessions
# Reaching Results Sections
1) Benefits to Work


393

242
2) Job to Job



32

25
3) School and Work


22

11
4) Medi-Cal for the

Working Disabled Program

136

23
CWII Core Team of Experts

Bryon MacDonald 
Bryon MacDonald is founder and Program Manager of the California World Incentives Initiative (CWII). He manages a core team of DB101 program analysts who work with subcontractor benefit and technology experts. Since 2000, the program has supported public policy education activities and provided multi-media information services on health, benefits, work and disability. Prior to his current position, Mr. MacDonald was a consultant and a Community Advocate for the Center for Independent Living Berkeley/Oakland, CA. He served as a Mental Health Advocate from 1990 to 1996 at the Mental Health Association of Alameda County, CA. From 1980 to 1990, Mr. MacDonald held several management positions: Retail Nursery Manager at the MacDonald Training Center, Tampa, FL; then Assistant Nursery Manager, Job Developer, and Skills Trainer for Florida’s Polk County Association for Handicapped Citizens; Bryon helped start supported employment in Alameda County as Community Projects Manager for the Arc of Alameda County. A member of the National Council on Independent Living (NCIL) since 1996, he has chaired NCIL’s Social Security Subcommittee since 1997. He was a NCIL Board Member from 1999-2004. MacDonald was a Founding Board Member of The Abilities Fund and serves California on several state advisory committees. From 2000-2004, he served as a member of the Social Security Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel, serving a four-year term appointed by President Clinton. Mr. MacDonald received his B.A. in English from Fordham University.
ECONorthwest

ECONorthwest specializes in the economic and financial analysis of public policy. ECO has analyzed social policy, land-use, and growth-management issues for more than 30 years and has completed more than one thousand projects in these areas. ECONorthwest employs 40 economists, policy analysts, planners, and software developers. The firm has offices in Portland and Eugene, OR (corporate headquarters). 
Beginning in 1999, ECO began developing analytic tools to assist benefit specialists and clients of major social service programs. ECO’s first web-based benefits prescreener was Oregon Helps, which has won important national and international awards, including the Stockholm Challenge. The flexible design of that site has allowed ECO to rapidly and economically develop several similar sites. Arizona Self Help, New Jersey Helps, and Los Angeles County Helps are currently in use and others are under development. Each prescreener incorporates local programs, rules, and contact information.
Since 2003, ECO has collaborated with the World Institute on Disability and Eightfold Way Consultants to develop web-based calculator tools that chart complex rules governing Social Security Disability Insurance, Supplemental Security Income, Medicare, Medi-Cal, HUD subsidies and related information. To date, this core team has launched 5 easy-to-use calculators, four to the public and one in beta test, for Californians with disabilities to support their planned changes in net income and other key milestones for employment and transition planning.

John Tapogna
John Tapogna is managing director at ECONorthwest, has provided economic, budgetary and analytic support to national, state and local level governments in the United States and overseas. During 1991-1995, Tapogna served as a budget analyst at the U.S. Congressional Budget Office. John is a graduate of the University of Oregon and Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government.  Since joining ECONorthwest, John has undertaken a variety of projects, including: designing the Oregon Helps, Arizona Self Help, New Jersey Helps, and LA County Helps models; developing models that estimate marginal tax rates faced by low-income families with children as they leave welfare for work (in Oregon and Wisconsin); calculating the costs and benefits of a new-hire reporting program for the US Department of Health and Human Services; estimating changes in the composition of the food stamp caseload in Wisconsin and several other states; forecasting the cost of the Children's Health Insurance Program (CHIP) in Oregon; and estimating the economic impacts of spending by the seven Oregon University System universities on their respective local economies.
Eightfold Way Consultants

Eightfold Way Consultants designs and develops usable, accessible, and effective web sites and web-based applications for nonprofit organizations and others, providing website architecture, advanced software development, design services, and strategic, conceptual, process and organizational consulting. Eightfold Way has developed a unique content management system, incorporating the following features:

· Content lives in a database so it can easily be shared, referenced and reused site-wide.

· Pages are built from templates for a pixel-perfect look and feel on every page.

· HTML is generated, never hand-coded, for site-wide consistent quality.

· A WYSIWYG web editor gives clients direct access to their content. 

· An Edit/Preview/Publish model lets clients experiment and review without exposing work-in-progress to the outside world.

Support for accessibility is built right into this system. Eightfold Way goes well beyond 


 guidelines to deliver dozens of accessibility support features automatically.  W3C


 and Section 508
Eightfold Way Consultants is DB101’s principal website technology and user interface consultant. The principal, Jack Eastman, has been a key project collaborator continuously since fall 2002, as chief technologist, designer, strategic planner, content matter expert and writer. Eightfold Way is responsible for the user interface designs, access and navigation tools in DB101 and its Benefits Planning Sessions with calculator features.
Jack Eastman
Jack Eastman is President and founder of Eightfold Way Consultants, holds a Ph.D. in High-Energy Particle Physics from UC Berkeley. As Vice President of Engineering and Chief Technology Officer (CTO) at Berkeley Systems, Jack directed the development of many popular utility and game software titles. He was co-founder and CTO of CloudSource, a company dedicated to the creation of high-quality, low-cost websites for small businesses and government agencies. He and his development team wrote a sophisticated website development toolset, empowering producers who had no previous web experience. For Eightfold Way Consultants, Jack has written a new web content management system that offers unparalleled control over generated HTML, direct web-based access to content for clients, and a special emphasis on accessibility for people with disabilities. As a lead contributor to Disability Benefits 101, Jack has become a subject-matter expert in disability benefits.[image: image3.png]



� “Benefits to Work” calculator training has been field tested in over 45 events across California. Since May, 2006 WID estimates that we trained, conservatively, 2,200 service providers; here is a partial, cross agency list of local public, non profit and private direct services staff who have been trained, at many events in conjunction with CA AWICs providing added technical assistance:


CA Department of Rehabilitation, Community Research Foundation, Arc of California, East County Career Center, Downtown Mental Health, TMI Employment Solutions, Community Options, Workability II, SDCOP Youth, Partnership With Industry, St. Madeleine Sophie’s Center, Towards Maximum Independence, Riverside County Economic Development, Regional Center case managers serving consumers with a developmental disability, Deaf Community Services, Coastal Career Center, Job Corp, Health and Human Services, CalWorks, YMCA Youth and Family Services, CA Employment Development Department, One Stop Career Centers and Disability Program Navigators, San Diego Regional Center, Mental Health Systems, TMI Employment Systems, Ticket to Success Employment Network (EN), Family Self Sufficiency Program, Veterans Vocational Rehabilitation, The Corner Clubhouse, San Diego Center for the Blind, Goodwill Industries,  Scripps Mercy Hospital, and the National MS Society.
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