
 

Disability Benefits: Navigating Financial 
Support for Students with Disabilities 
 
 

Introduction 
 
For students with disabilities, accessing financial support through disability benefits can 
be a critical component of achieving independence and supporting educational and life 
goals. This guide is designed to help you understand the key disability benefits available, 
learn how to apply for them, and follow a timeline to ensure you meet important deadlines. 
Whether you’re new to the process or looking to update your benefits, this resource 
empowers you with the information and practical steps needed to secure financial 
support. 

 
 

Overview of Key Disability Benefits 
 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 

What It Is: 
 SSI provides monthly cash assistance to individuals with disabilities who 

have limited income and resources. 
Who Is Eligible: 

 Individuals under the age of 65 with a qualifying disability, meeting 
income and resource criteria. 

How It Helps: 
 Supports basic living expenses such as food, clothing, and shelter. 

 
Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 

What It Is: 
 SSDI offers benefits to individuals who have a qualifying disability and 

have paid into the Social Security system through work credits. 
Who Is Eligible: 

 Children under 18 (or 18-19 and still students) can receive SSDI benefits 
if they are unmarried and have a severe disability. They must have a 



parent who is disabled, retired, or deceased and has enough work credits 
in jobs covered by Social Security. 

How It Helps: 
 Provides monthly benefits based on prior earnings and helps ensure 

financial stability. 
 
Medicaid  

What It Is: 
 Medicaid is a joint federal and state program providing healthcare 

coverage to low-income individuals, including those with disabilities. It 
covers essential medical services such as doctor visits, hospital care, 
and prescription medications. 

Who Is Eligible: 
 Eligibility is determined based on Michigan's income and asset 

guidelines. Applicants must be Michigan residents and meet both federal 
and state requirements, including individuals with disabilities. 

How It Helps: 
 Medicaid provides access to comprehensive healthcare services, 

including preventive care, emergency services, and medications, 
ensuring that eligible individuals receive necessary care at little or no 
cost. 

 
Medicaid Waivers 

What It Is: 
 Medicaid Waivers are specialized programs that allow the state to offer 

additional services and supports beyond standard Medicaid. These 
waivers enable community-based care and long-term support tailored to 
the unique needs of individuals with disabilities. 

Who Is Eligible: 
 Eligibility for Medicaid Waivers is based on both income and disability 

criteria as defined by Michigan. Applicants must meet specific 
requirements for the waiver program they are applying to, such as the MI 
Choice or Community Alternatives Program (CAP) Waiver. 

How It Helps: 
 Medicaid Waivers provide enhanced services such as personal care 

assistance, home modifications, respite care, and specialized therapies. 
These services support individuals in living independently in community 
settings rather than in institutional care. 

 
 
 
 
 



Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) 
What It Is: 

 Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) programs provide comprehensive services 
to help individuals with disabilities prepare for, secure, and maintain 
employment through personalized career counseling, training, and job 
placement support. 

Who Is Eligible: 
 Eligibility is determined by Michigan’s state-specific criteria, which 

generally include being a Michigan resident, having a documented 
disability, and demonstrating the potential to benefit from VR services. 

How It Helps: 
 Michigan VR offers tailored career counseling, job training, and support 

services—such as resume development and interview preparation—to 
improve employability, foster independence, and enhance overall 
workplace success. 

 
 

How to Apply for Disability Benefits 
 
Application Process Overview 

Gather Documentation: 
 Collect medical records, latest evaluations, and any previous 

documentation related to your disability. 
 Have identification, income statements, and educational records ready 

as needed. 
 
Where to Apply 

SSI/SSDI: 
 Apply through the Social Security Administration (SSA) website at 

SSA.gov. 
 Michigan residents can also visit their local SSA office. Use the SSA 

Office Locator to find your nearest office at ssa.gov/locator/. 
Medicaid: 

 Medicaid Insurance: For information and applications for Medicaid in 
Michigan, visit the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services 
(MDHHS) at michigan.gov/mdhhs or contact your local county health 
department. 

 Medicaid Waivers: For details on Medicaid Waivers—which offer 
additional services and supports—check the MDHHS waiver information 
section on their website or speak with your local MDHHS office 
(michigan.gov/mdhhs). 

Vocational Rehabilitation: 

https://www.ssa.gov/
http://ssa.gov/locator/
https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs
https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs


 For Vocational Rehabilitation services in Michigan, visit 
www.michigan.gov/leo/bureaus-agencies/mrs for eligibility information, 
application forms, and available services. 

 
Tips for a Successful Application 

Start Early: 
 Initiate the application process well in advance of when you’ll need the 

benefits, as approvals can take several months. 
Stay Organized: 

 Use a notebook to track submission dates, keep copies of all forms, and 
note follow-up actions. 

Follow Up: 
 Regularly check the status of your application, and be prepared to 

provide additional information if requested. 
Seek Guidance: 

 Many organizations offer assistance with the application process; 
consider reaching out to local advocacy groups or your school’s disability 
support office. 

 
 

Ages of Eligibility and Order of Application 
 
Ages of Eligibility 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI): 
Children: 

 Children with disabilities may qualify for SSI if they meet Michigan’s 
income and resource criteria. 

Adults: 
 Adults with disabilities who meet the same financial guidelines are also 

eligible for SSI. Note that people receiving SSI as a child must reapply for 
adult SSI.  

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI): 
Adults Only: 

 SSDI is generally available for individuals 18 and older who have 
sufficient work credits and a medically confirmed disability. In rare 
cases, older adolescents may qualify under specific conditions (see 
above). 

Medicaid: 
Children and Adults: 

 Medicaid in Michigan is available to individuals of all ages who meet 
income and disability criteria. Children receiving SSI typically qualify 

http://www.michigan.gov/leo/bureaus-agencies/mrs


automatically, while adults can apply independently based on state 
guidelines. 

 
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) and Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS): 

Pre-ETS: 
 High school students (age 14 and up) with disabilities transitioning to 

postsecondary education or employment may access Pre-Employment 
Transition Services (Pre-ETS) as part of Michigan’s VR program. 

VR Services: 
 For individuals aged 16 or 18 and older seeking ongoing employment 

support, Michigan VR offers career counseling, job training, and other 
services to improve employability and foster independence. 

 
Order of Application 

Step 1: Apply for SSI (if eligible): 
Why: 

 For many families, applying for SSI is the first step. Approval provides 
cash assistance and often automatically qualifies recipients for Medicaid 
in Michigan. 

Step 2: Apply for Medicaid: 
Why: 

 Once SSI is approved (or if you meet Medicaid criteria independently), 
apply for Medicaid to secure essential healthcare coverage. 

Step 3: Apply for SSDI (if applicable): 
Why: 

 For working-age adults with sufficient work history, SSDI can offer 
additional financial support. 

Step 4: Apply for Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Services: 
Why: 

 After establishing healthcare benefits, individuals seeking employment 
support can apply for VR services to access career counseling, job 
training, and other employment-related support. 

 
Tip: Consult with a local disability services counselor or advocate to tailor the order of 
application to your personal circumstances. Keeping detailed records in a notebook 
throughout the process can help you stay organized and ensure you meet all deadlines. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Timeline for Disability Benefits Applications 
 

12 Months Before You Need Benefits 
Research: 

 Identify which benefits you may be eligible for (SSI, SSDI, Medicaid, VR). 
Documentation: 

 Begin gathering all necessary documents (medical records, income 
statements, etc.) and organize them in your Career Notebook. 

Contact Agencies: 
 Reach out to local SSA, Medicaid offices, or VR agencies for preliminary 

information on application requirements and timelines. 
 
6-9 Months Before You Need Benefits 

Submit Applications: 
 Begin submitting your applications for SSI/SSDI and Medicaid, ensuring 

that you meet all deadlines. 
Follow-Up: 

 Check in with agencies to confirm receipt and address any requests for 
additional information. 

Attend Workshops: 
 Participate in any available workshops or webinars that explain the 

application process in detail. 
 
3-6 Months Before You Need Benefits 

Status Check: 
 Verify the status of your applications and resolve any outstanding issues. 

Vocational Rehabilitation: 
 If applying for VR services, schedule an initial consultation with your 

state’s VR agency. 
Prepare for Next Steps: 

 Begin planning how you will integrate these benefits into your broader 
financial planning strategy. 

 
1-3 Months Before You Need Benefits 

Final Confirmation: 
 Ensure that you have received all benefits approvals and understand any 

conditions or reporting requirements. 
Set Up Financial Management: 

 Arrange any necessary financial management tools (bank accounts, 
budgeting apps) to manage your benefits effectively. 



Update Your Career Notebook: 
 Record all final details, including benefit amounts, approval dates, and 

any required follow-up actions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Conclusion & Next Steps 

 
Securing disability benefits is a critical step in supporting your overall well-being and 
achieving your personal and educational goals. By understanding the benefits available, 
preparing a thorough application, and following a clear timeline, you can navigate this 
process with confidence. 
 
Call to Action: 

Organize Your Documents:  
 Start gathering your medical and financial records today. 

Research:  
 Identify the benefits for which you’re eligible and note the application 

deadlines in your Career Notebook. 
Apply:  

 Begin the application process early and follow up regularly. 
Seek Support:  

 Reach out to advocacy organizations or your school’s disability services if 
you need assistance. 

 
Remember, being proactive and organized is key. Update your Career Notebook with each 
step and review it regularly to stay on track with your benefits applications. 
 

 

 

 


