
Jody: Hi, my name is Jody Ellis, and I'm the director of the ABLE National Resource Center, 
which is owned and managed by National Disability Institute, or NDI for short. NDI is the 
first national organization that's committed exclusively to champion economic 
empowerment, financial education, asset development, and financial stability for all 
people with disabilities. NDI has a 20-year history of working with partners across the 
country to build capacity, create systems of change, test innovative approaches, and lead 
research that promotes financial empowerment. NDI has the pleasure of working closely 
with UT Health San Antonio's Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Services, to develop 
this seven-part financial wellness series. We have collaborated with subject matter experts 
from around the nation, uh, including fellow Texans to bring you a variety of topics that will 
build upon your knowledge to promote financial wellness and empowerment for yourself, 
for your loved ones, and for those whom you support. We have already completed six of the 
sessions. We've had sessions and basic financial management skills, supported decision 
making, the Social Security administration's representative payee and ticket to work 
programs. We've had a session on trust, power of attorney and guardianship, and a session 
on ABLE. If you've missed a topic of interest, these sessions have been recorded and are 
available, uh, for you to access. 

Today we have the final session in the series. We are presenting a session on Social 
Security Administration's PASS program, and I am pleased to introduce our presenter, 
Mandy Lomax. Mandy is a social security area work incentive coordinator, or AWIC, for the 
central and South Texas areas. She is responsible for providing guidance and training to 
social security staff, community advocates and agencies on social security and SSI, 
supplemental security income, work incentives. She began her career with the Social 
Security Administration in 1989, and she has served in many positions, including the 
operations supervisor in Austin, Texas, and automation training specialists and systems 
analysts. Uh, so we welcome you Mandy, and I'll turn it over to you to begin. 

Mandy: Thank you, Jody, and thank you all for joining us today to learn about PASS plans. 
Uh, I would like to start with the origin of PASS plans. Uh, the PASS provision is part of the 
original 1972, uh, supplemental security income statute, and I'll probably just call this SSI 
moving forward short for supplemental security income. And Congress expressed a desire 
to provide every opportunity and encouragement for individuals with disabilities to return to 
substantial gainful employment. And, uh, they authorized the exclusion of an individual's 
income and resources in determining SSI eligibility and payment amount when they are 
necessary to fulfill an approved PASS. 

So this is the beginning of it, and I do wanna make sure that everyone understands the 
difference between Social Security Disability Insurance, or SSDI and supplemental security 



income SSI. So, uh, this slide is just a snapshot of the differences between the two, and I'm 
gonna focus on the right hand side because I want you to know, you know, what SSI is, what 
kind of program. Uh, it come payments come from the General Treasury. It's not part of the 
Social Security Trust funds. And there is a maximum each year, this year in 2025, that is 
$967 a month for an individual. Or if you have a couple both disabled 1,450, it is needs 
based. Uh, it doesn't require an individual to have ever worked in the past. It pays benefits 
to individuals who are disabled and have limited income and limited resources. And when 
you qualify for SSI, you automatically get Medicaid. And if you're not sure if you, you know 
what you're receiving or you've got a friend you're helping, you don't know what they're 
receiving. SSI is paid on the first day of the month. Social security benefits are on different 
days, never on the first. So if you get a check on the first day, that's SSI. And, uh, I put a little 
note at the bottom just on how SSI looks at income SSI counts it, uh, the wages based on 
when they're paid. 

So let's move forward and talk about PASS. So what is a PASS? It stands for a plan to 
achieve self-support, and it does need to be written out. It's a written plan, uh, and it's to 
reach a work goal, meaning a job or a business. And you need to list expenses and or 
resources that are necessary to reach that work goal. So a PASS allows you to set aside 
income other than your SSI benefit, uh, and resources to help you reach your work goal. 
And if a PASS is approved, SSI will not count whatever income or resources you use to 
reach the work goal in determining the SSI eligibility or the payment amount. So, a little 
note at the bottom, uh, individuals use their own funds, uh, commonly social security 
benefits or wages to pursue their plan. It's a, it is a common misperception that a PASS 
gives you some kind of extra money, when in fact, what it does is it excludes whatever 
portion of your own funds you're using toward your goal. So we'll talk about that more as we 
move forward. 

And this summary is just from a fact sheet from our, uh, website ssa.gov on how a PASS can 
help somebody return to work. So, under SSI rules, uh, any income that you have may 
reduce your SSI payment, but if you have an approved PASS, you can use part of that 
income for the items you need to reach your work goal. And SSI won't count that income, 
and there are four results in a higher SSI payment. So that's one way that it can help. Now, if 
you second bullet here, if you receive, uh, social Security Disability Insurance, SSDI and 
have too much coming in to even be eligible for SSI, uh, if you set aside a portion of that 
SSDI or all of it for your PASS expenses, then SSI would not count that income. And 
therefore, you could possibly qualify for SSI, uh, in addition to be eligible for SSI. Your 
resources, meaning money, cash, things you own, money you have in the bank, uh, they 
can't be worth more than $2,000 for a single individual or 3000 for a couple. But if you have 
an approved PASS and you want to use some of your resources to pay for the items you 



need to reach your work goal, then the resources that you set aside will be excluded. They 
won't count, and therefore you could qualify for SSI. So that's a, a few ways that a PASS can 
help you. 

So, a quick example to kind of wrap our minds around this, uh, Jill wants to go to school to 
become a paralegal, and she is receiving a thousand dollars and SSDI benefits, and that's 
too high for her to be eligible for SSI, but she tells us she needs $980 a month for tuition 
and books and school supplies to reach this work goal. So if the PASS is approved, the $980 
of her SSDI that she pays toward tuition and books and school supplies will be excluded. It 
won't count, it won't be accountable income. And this means she will have the following 
$980 that she's using out of her SSDI to pay for tuition books at school. And then SSI, uh, is 
going to pay her the maximum $967. Uh, and that's the amount in 2025. And then she has 
$20 left over from her SSDI. So she has a combined 9 87 to meet her living expenses and 
nine 80 to pay for her tuition, books and school supplies. So that's a quick example of, of 
how a PASS can work and benefit you. 

So let's get in to a few more details. The elements of a PASS plan. Uh, we've already 
mentioned it needs to be in writing and signed. And the document that you use to do that is 
the form SSA-545. And you have to have income other than SSI, uh, or, or, and or resources 
to set aside for a plan, uh, for all your expenses. Uh, your plan needs to include expenses. 
If, uh, for example, if you don't have any expenses related to reaching a work goal, then, uh, 
pursue it. Go, go for it. You don't need a PASS. But if you have expenses related to reaching 
that goal, then that's where a PASS comes in. And the underlying portion of this third bullet, 
we're talking about expenses other than everyday living expenses. So regular shelter bills, 
food bills, those kind of items aren't included here. Um, um, and of course, the expenses 
have to be necessary to achieve the work goal. 

Um, your work goal needs to be feasible and viable, uh, and it needs to be specific, uh, a 
specific job or business for the examples here, carpenter, computer programmer. But there 
could be many, many, uh, variations, uh, and it needs to have a reasonable chance of 
succeeding, considering your strengths and abilities and your means to cover the PASS 
expenses and living expenses. Needs to have a reasonable timeframe. You have to give us a 
projected beginning and end date, including kind of the milestones, you know, you want to 
achieve, you know, this step by this date, the next step by the next date, et cetera. And you 
must receive SSI or qualify for SSI after setting aside income or resources that you need to 
pursue your goal. And your work goal should allow you to earn enough to reduce or 
eliminate your need for benefits, uh, under both Social Security and SSI. I think the next 
slide is gonna explain that a little bit further. 



So, the PASS earnings goal, uh, for SSI, you need to obtain earnings that substantially 
reduce SSI benefits. There's no set amount. It just needs to substantially reduce SSI. That 
should be your, your earnings goal. If you receive Social Security disability, SSDI, you need 
to have a, a work goal that, uh, that would reflect, or an earning goal that would reflect the 
ability to engage in substantial gainful activity, which in 2025 is defined as earning more 
than $1,620 gross a month. And if the social security SSDI benefit is higher, then $1,620, 
then you, your earnings goal needs to be enough to replace, uh, your SSDI benefits. 

Allowable expenses. The expenses, uh, include goods or services that you need to reach 
your work goal. And each expense must be necessary to achieve the goal, not just 
something that you want but necessary. And the cost of the expense, of course, should be 
reasonable, just the usual price for the item in the marketplace. So, uh, what are some, uh, 
examples? What kind of expenses can a PASS help pay for? This is not all inclusive, but is a, 
a good start to give you some ideas. So, tuition, books or supplies, any kind of fees or costs 
associated with getting, uh, an education or a degree or training that you need to do a 
certain job. Uniforms or specialized clothing, safety equipment, even suits or business 
attire that you might need for job interviews or to begin working in an office or a 
professional setting, the computer or related equipment, meaning printer scanners, et 
cetera. Uh, equipment or tools, uh, that you might need for your business, attendant care. 
Uh, job coach, childcare, if that's necessary for you to go to school or prepare for a job and 
transportation expenses to and from school or from a training program. Um, and I have 
vehicle last because I, I want, uh, it to be clear that a vehicle is only an approvable expense 
if it's required to reach your work goal, and you don't have other means of transportation, 
meaning public transportation, bus, or Uber. So if you're in an, in a setting where you can 
take the bus to and from work, or to and from school, then a vehicle is not, uh, gonna be, 
uh, an approvable expense usually. 

So, saving PASS funds, PASS funds must be kept separate from other funds, generally in a 
separate bank account, uh, and disbursements for the items that you need or services can 
be made on a monthly basis, or you can save up to pay for something as needed. And if 
funds are set aside for a down payment or related expenses, we will, uh, touch base with 
you to verify that you've been accumulating those savings, uh, usually every six months. 
Uh, just to make sure you're on track. 

So, time limits. Well as of, uh, January 1st, 1995, um, they changed the, the policy to 
indicate that, uh, the time limit for a PASS needs to take into account the length of time you 
need to achieve the work goal. Uh, so that means it's flexible. Prior to that date, we did have 
set time limits, and that was 36 months, or 48 months. But that has changed. So now we 
will take into consideration the length of time you need, if it's reasonable. Now, for self-



employment, if you're starting a business, the minimum startup period is generally 18 
months, unless you indicate that more time is needed. And we would talk with you about 
that if additional, uh, time is required. 

So how do you apply for a PASS? Well, the first step is to get the SSA-545 form. So you can 
download that, uh, form from ssa.gov, or you can contact your local social security office to 
ask for it. And then you want to complete it and sign it, and then submit it to your local 
social security office or a PASS specialist. Now, to locate your social security office, you 
can go to ssa.gov. And in this PowerPoint, this is a link to jump you there. Um, uh, if you 
don't have this link available, just go to ssa.gov. And if you scroll all the way to the bottom of 
the homepage, you'll see a local office search. And to locate your PASS specialist, uh, once 
again, there's the link in his PowerPoint, or you can go to ssa.gov and just type the word 
PASS in your search field. 

Uh, now if your work goal is self-employment, there's an extra step you need to take, and 
that is to complete and submit a business plan. And this, uh, SI 00870.026 is the policy 
guidance for that. And that, that is, uh, an active link in your PowerPoint. 

Uh, and the next slide is kind of an overview of this. Uh, a business plan should include at a 
minimum, these items. A description of your business, how you're gonna market it, 
competition, et cetera. And, uh, don't let this overwhelm you. If you're not sure what to do, 
you could talk to your PASS specialist and we'll give you, uh, this in writing kind of a 
summary. Uh, it is not required to be a formal even type typed, uh, plan. You could hand 
write it as long as you have thought out your business and have a plan in place, we'll work 
with you. 

So here is a, a screenshot of the ssa.gov homepage, and an example of, uh, typing in, if you 
want, in the search field at the top SSA-545 to jump to the form or scrolling all the way 
down to the bottom of this homepage. And you'll see the option to find your local office, uh, 
or you can click on forms to type in your SSA-545. Either way would work. 

So, next, I wanna show you what this, uh, PASS application, this SSA-545 looks like. We're 
not gonna go through every question, but I wanted to highlight just a few things, and it's 
kind of broken down into parts. Part A is you explaining what your work goal is. So you want 
to be specific, give a job title, tell us what you expect your earnings to be or hope to be. Uh, 
and so I've highlighted here the first question is, what is your work goal? Show the job you 
expect to have at the end of the plan. So you don't wanna say, uh, I just wanna work part 
time, or I wanna work full-time. You want to put a specific job that you want to do. Um, and 
if it's self-employment, designate that, uh, how much money do you expect to earn? That's 



where you say, this is what I hope to earn as an accountant or a, a welder, or a teacher, or a 
programmer, whatever it is you wanna do. 

The next section is part B. Uh, this is your medical back background, educational 
background, any training you've had, just, uh, explain what experience you've had, what 
training you've had, what education you've had, and in the limitations. 

Uh, part C is your actual plan, saying what your steps are. You know, maybe this is, uh, start 
school January of 2026, or, you know, begin my business, uh, um, start marketing, you 
know, whatever. Just step by step, whatever your plans are with your beginning and ending 
dates. 

Part D is your expenses, the items that you're telling us you need to reach your work goal. 
And you just, for example, if it is you're going to school and it's tuition, you would put tuition 
and then find out how much that's going to be. Uh, if it's every semester, put down whatever 
that amount is each semester. If you've got a monthly payment plan put down, I'm gonna 
have to pay 500 a month, whatever it is. And explain. 

Part E is how you're going to fund your plan. So they're first asking, do you have any items, 
uh, that you need to use that you already have? Maybe you already have a computer. Uh, 
tell us about that. Um, it's gonna ask you how you plan to keep your, your PASS funds 
separate from your other funds. So if it's a separate savings or checking, indicate that, and 
then list the income you have. And most important question is this last one on this screen, 
uh, E four, how much of your income other than SSI will you set aside to pay for the items or 
services that you've requested? So, very important, uh, question. 

The next section is your living expenses. You know, what is your rent, utilities, food, et 
cetera. So go through and tell us, you know, how much you're, you're needing to live on. 

Lastly, it'll ask, uh, if someone's helping you with your plan. So put that down. Do you 
authorize that person, uh, to talk with us? If you want us to talk with who's helping you, you 
can put that on that forum. 

And always remember to sign and date it. Give us your address and phone number and 
your email, um, so that we can contact you if needed that way. 

So, uh, what happens after you apply for a PASS? You filled out the forum, um, you've sent it 
in, uh, your local office will send your application to the PASS specialist. Uh, general staff in 
each social security office, they do not process PASS plans, only PASS specialists do, and 
the PASS specialists will review the plan and contact you to discuss the details of your plan 
and any changes that might be needed. If you are not already receiving SSI supplemental 
security income, then appointment will need to be scheduled for you because you will 



need to file for SSI and get medically approved for SSI before the PASS can start. Uh, and of 
course, once your PASS, uh, a decision is made on your PASS, you'll receive a notice, a 
letter with the decision. And if we don't approve the past, you can appeal it. Uh, and I would 
say that if you have submitted your PASS plan and several weeks have passed and you have 
not heard from a PASS specialist, please contact your local office. Or if you have the name 
of your PASS specialist and, and her num, his or her number, contact them because we 
should be reaching out to you within, uh, a few weeks. Minimum. 

Uh, PASS decisions, it, you can have an allowance or a denial. If it's an allowance, then 
you're going to get an award letter that clearly states, you're approved. Here's your work 
goal. Here's, here are the expenses that have been approved, here's the amount you're 
approved to set aside, et cetera. And your responsibility will be to keep track of your 
expenses, the money that you're setting aside or saving. Uh, keep your bank account, uh, 
statements available, and make sure you're following the steps that you said you're going to 
take on your, your PASS form. Now, if it's a denial, uh, you'll get a notice as well saying that 
it hasn't been approved. And in that notice, you will have appeal rights, and part of the 
appeal rights indicate you can always submit a new plan or you can appeal, uh, the current 
plan that wasn't approved. 

Uh, progress reviews, if you've got, if you have an approved PASS plan, uh, the PASS 
specialists will conduct a progress review as needed, usually every six months to a year. 
And what we're doing is touching base with you, uh, just making sure that you're following 
your plan, uh, and that you're saving or using the money appropriately and, uh, that you're 
on track. 

So, some case examples. Now we're gonna, uh, jump into, uh, some math and some 
details. 

Uh, so here's, uh, our first example. This is somebody that is receiving SSI only, no, no other 
benefits. Um, but he started working, this individual started working, uh, part-time. So this 
is Billy. He wants to go to school to become a social worker, and he is working part-time, 
earning $1,085 per month at gross wages. And he doesn't have any other income, and he 
wants to spend $500 a month, uh, of his wages on his tuition and books to go to school to 
get a degree to be a social worker. 

So let's look at how this is gonna play out. So on the left hand side is the SSI payment 
without, uh, the PASS, just what is currently going on for him. He has his wages of $1,085 a 
month. And SSI automatically excludes or doesn't count $20 of any income, whether it's 
earned or unearned. So, SSI subtracts $20 from that. If it's earned income, they subtract 
$65. It's just an earned income exclusion. So now we've got a thousand dollars that we're 



looking at. And SSI only counts half of that remainder $500. So the accountable income, 
uh, that SSI, uh, is looking at is $500. So if you've ever wondered, you know, how much of 
my wages, uh, affects my SSI, the answer, it's a little bit less than half. And this little 
formula is showing you, uh, how that's determined. So from the maximum SSI, uh, uh, 
listed as the federal benefit rate for 2025 of $967, uh, they're gonna subtract that $500 of 
countable wages. In the SSI payment is $467. So Billy's current, uh, financial state right 
now is he has $1,085 in wages and a reduced SSI payment of $467 for a combined of 
$1552. So on the right hand side, if we approve the PASS plan for Billy, uh, then he'll still 
have his wages. Uh, the countable income is still the same, but we're not going to count 
that SSI is going to exclude that because Billy's going to use that to achieve his work goal. 
He's gonna use that for his tuition. So the new countable income is zero. The SSI payment 
is now the maximum of $967 instead of the reduced amount because SSI is excluding the 
countable wages. So his total income now is a, still has $1,085 from wages, a maximum of 
$967 from SSI for a combined $2052 a month. Now, the highlighted, uh, note at the bottom 
is that of course, $500 must be used for his PASS expenses, his tuition. Um, but that's a, a 
quick glance, and I think we've got a next slide that summarizes, uh, the benefit of a PASS 
for him. 

Under the PASS, Billy saves $500 for his education expenses. His wages no longer reduce 
his SSI, he gets the maximum SSI, he has $585 left over from his wages. And after he uses 
$500 for approved tuition and books, he still has $1552 for his normal living expenses. So I 
know I'm throwing a lot of math at you, but you can go back on your own and review this to, 
to really let this sink in to see how it benefits you. 

Another, uh, quick example, this is an individual on Social Security Disability, SSDI. So this 
is Maria. She wants to go to school and become a medical billing specialist, and she's 
currently receiving $1,020 and SSDI, and that makes her ineligible for SSI because her 
income's too high. So she's not getting SSI right now, but she tells us she wants to spend a 
thousand dollars a month on her training and education to become a medical billing 
specialist. So a little note for her in order to apply for a PASS, she will also need to file for 
SSI, uh, and get medically approved because she's not on SSI for right now. 

So let's look at the math for her. So left hand side is the SSI payment without the PASS. 
She's getting SSDI only, uh, we SSI does exclude $20 of that. They only count a thousand, 
but it's still too high for her to qualify for SSI, so she's not on SSI on the right hand side here, 
SSI payments with an approved PASS. She has $1,020, uh, we're gonna exclude $20 of that, 
only count a thousand, but she's going to set that a thousand dollars aside or use it for her 
expenses to reach her goals. So, uh, she now has no accountable income SSI excludes at 
all, and therefore, she qualifies for the maximum SSI of $967. So she has, uh, $1,020 and 



SSDI $967 and SSI for a grand total of $1987, um, more than she has without it. And a little 
note at the bottom, uh, out of this $1987, she's going to use a thousand for her PASS 
expenses for what she needs to reach her work goal of becoming a medical billing 
specialist. 

So let's, the next slide summarizes this for her. When we deduct a thousand in school 
expenses from her SSDI, she's eligible for the maximum SSI of $967, she has to use the a 
thousand dollars for her approved expenses. Um, she'll have the SSI payment of $967 and 
$20 left over from her SSDI for a combined total of $987 to meet her living expenses. And 
here's a note at the bottom, uh, in her case, she's going to have less money available each 
month to meet her living expenses then before the PASS began. So, to be a viable, a viable 
plan, she must be able to meet her living expenses, meaning her rent and utilities and food 
with $987 a month. So that's an, that's a very important note, particularly for individuals 
who have, uh, a very high social security benefit amount. You know, somebody who is 
receiving, for example, $2,500 a month in SSDI and using all of that for their living 
expenses, uh, this may not be a fit, because if they set aside enough of their SSDI to be 
eligible for SSI, they're only going to have $987 to meet living expenses. So, uh, just a little 
little note on that. 

Okay, final example. Uh, this is the last one. And this is on somebody with, uh, a lot of 
resources. Uh, so John has been receiving SSI for five years, and then he, uh, recently 
inherited $15,000. And this made him ineligible for SSI because the SSI resource limit is 
$2,000. So he applies for a PASS, uh, telling us that he wants to use this $15,000 
inheritance to start his own landscaping business. Um, so he submits a PASS plan and a 
business plan, and, uh, if we approve the PASS, we can exclude the $15,000 from his 
resources and reinstate his SSI. So now he has the $15,000 set aside in a separate account 
that he's gonna use to start his business, and he gets his SSI started back up. Uh, I didn't 
have a third, I didn't have a summation of that, but he would be getting $967 back if he 
didn't have any other income coming in. So those are three examples, uh, of how PASS 
plans can help individuals. 

And, uh, this last slide, uh, is just some PASS resources. If you have the PowerPoint, all of 
these are active links that you can jump to these various places on our website to read 
more, jump to this form, jump to how to complete the form. Uh, I frequently get asked, you 
know, can you help me complete it? And I, I always encourage individuals to, uh, complete 
the form as much as you can on your own. If you need a friend or a relative or somebody 
else to help you, uh, by all means, anybody can assist. But by you completing the form, it 
helps you identify and think through what your work goal is, what you need to reach the 
work goal, what you have to set aside for the work goal. Um, and, uh, do your best. If you 



have questions, uh, if, if you can't get any help, always call your PASS specialist and we'll 
walk you through it. Um, this link, which again, will jump you to the, the PASS cadre, uh, for 
your area and working while disabled pamphlet, uh, which will tell you, uh, once you start 
working, how, how wages affect SSDI and SSI. And the Red Book, which tells you more than 
you could ever need to know, uh, about work incentives. 

So final little visual is just a reminder of the ssa.gov website and using that search field 
either to type in the word PASS or the PASS application form SSA-545 or scrolling to the very 
bottom of that homepage to find an office or use the forms link to find your form or the 
publications link to find your publications. And that is all I have for you today. So, uh, good 
luck, uh, pursuing your work goals, and I wish you the best. Thank you for your time today. 


