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The FY19 budget for the Disability Law Center of Alaska is $2,178,479.00. 82% 
($1,786353.00) is derived from federal funds, 7% Other Governmental Funding and 11% non-
governmental funds.

This handbook was prepared by the Disability Law Center of Alaska with grants from:
 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Community Living 

(DHHS / ACL)
 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)
 U.S. Department of Education, Rehab Services Administration (DOE / RSA)
 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services 

Administration (DHHS / HRSA)

These contents are solely the responsibility of the grantee and do not necessarily represent the 
official views of DHHS/ACL, SAMHSA, DOE/RSA, or DHHS/HRSA. This handbook is in the 
public domain and DLC encourages the duplication and distribution of these materials, provided 
that use is not for the profit of any individual(s) or organization(s).

This publication is a Public Education resource and is not intended to be legal advice. All laws 
are subject to change by legislation and by court decisions.  Readers should use this handbook as 
a guide, then ask questions about their own individual needs.
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MEETING THE DEFINITION OF DISABILITY

To be approved for Social Security disability benefits, you must meet Social Security’s legal 
definition for disability. 

There are two ways to meet the definition of disability used by Social Security; (1) a person’s 
disabling condition(s) can “meet a listing” or (2) a person can be unable to perform their past 
work and any other work.

Meeting a Listing

Social Security has something called Listing of Impairments.  The Listing describes impairments 
considered severe enough to prevent an individual from doing any work.  Most of the listed 
impairments are permanent or expected to result in death. For all other listings, the evidence 
must show that the impairment has lasted or is expected to last at least 12 months. Having an 
impairment that meets the criteria in the Listing is usually enough to establish disability. 
However, just because you don’t meet a Listing-level impairment does not mean you are not 
disabled.

Unable to Perform Past Work or Other Work

People who do not meet a Listing may still be found disabled by Social Security. If a person’s
disability is so severe that they are unable to perform their past work to the extent that they do
not earn the minimum amount of money each month, Social Security will find that person 
disabled. For 2019, the minimum amount of money (called “substantial gainful activity” or 
“SGA” by Social Security) is $1,220.00 in pre-tax dollars ($1,970 if you are blind). Additionally, 
to be found disabled through this process, Social Security must conclude that an individual is 
also not capable of doing “other work.”

What exactly is “other work?” Simply put, “other work” means a type of work that the individual 
has not done in the past. According to Social Security regulations, other work that a claimant 
might be able to perform must be related to several factors: a person’s age, level of education, 
and the type of work they did in the past.

For example, a person with a 9th grade education who cannot do their past work will never be 
expected to perform other work that goes beyond their educational limits. And individuals with 
mental or affective impairments (low IQ or depression or anxiety) will not be expected to 
perform other work that requires detailed attention and concentration. Also, as a third example, 
individuals who are physically incapable of doing more than sedentary work will never be 
expected to perform work that requires medium (lifting 50 lbs. on an occasional basis) or even 
light (lifting 25 lbs. on an occasional basis) exertion.
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WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SSI AND SSDI? 
 

There are two types of Social Security disability benefits, Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
and Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI). An individual who meets Social Security’s 
definition for disability may qualify for one or both benefit programs depending on their earnings 
history and disposable assets. 
 
What is Supplemental Security Income (SSI)? 
 
SSI is a needs-based program. Individuals who have never worked or whose earnings in recent 
years have been so low that they result in a small Social Security benefit, or no benefit at all, 
may only qualify for benefits under SSI.  
 
**Note: This booklet only covers the SSDI application process.  For SSI only applications, call 

Social Security at 1-800-772-1213 to schedule a telephonic interview to start the process.** 
 
For people whose SSDI benefit would be low, SSI does exactly what its name implies, it 
supplements their income. For example, if an approved claimant received SSDI monthly benefits 
in the amount of $385.00, an SSI award could be used to guarantee that the claimant’s total 
monthly benefits were equal to a certain minimum amount. 
 
What is that minimum amount? The minimum is equal to the full monthly benefit amount for 
SSI which was $750.00 per month for 2018. Therefore, in the example above, an SSDI recipient 
who received $385.00 per month might also receive an additional $365.00 in SSI to bring their 
total monthly benefits to $750.00, a sum equal to the full SSI monthly benefit amount. 
 
This scenario will not happen in every such case. Because SSI has resource limits (currently, an 
individual cannot have more than $2,000.00 in disposable assets), many individuals will not be 
eligible to receive Supplemental Security Income, no matter how low their monthly SSDI benefit 
amount is. 
 
What is Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)? 
 
SSDI is an insurance program administered by the federal government. It is reserved for 
individuals who have worked and paid into the Social Security system above a certain required 
amount. Monthly benefits under SSDI are based on the individual’s prior earnings and payments 
into Social Security. 
 
How can I find out if I qualify for SSDI? 
 
You can check earnings records at www.ssa.gov by signing up for a My Social Security account.  
You will then be able to check to see how much you would be eligible for under SSDI if you 
were to be found disabled today. 
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Do I need representation for an SSDI application?   
 
No, it is possible to apply for SSDI without representation. 
 

 
APPLYING FOR SOCIAL SECURITY DISABILITY BENEFITS 

 
How do I apply for SSDI? 
 
There are 3 different ways of applying for benefits. You can: 
 

1) Visit your local Social Security office and apply in person. This can generally take a good 
deal of time. 

2) Apply over the phone by calling 1-800-772-1213. This number is often very busy so you 
must be patient. 

3) Go online to www.ssa.gov/benefits/disability and click the link for “Apply for Disability.” 
 
If you have internet access, the online application is the quickest and easiest way to apply for 
SSDI benefits.  
 
PLEASE NOTE: It can take anywhere from 6 to 9 months or longer to receive a decision after 
completing your application. 
 
What information do I need before I complete my online application? 
 
To apply online you will need your “My Social Security” user name and password.  If you do not 
have one, go to www.ssa.gov to sign up for an account.  
 
There are three parts to the online application. Part I requests information for personal 
identification. Part II requests information about family size, earnings, pensions, and government 
benefits. Part III requests information about medical conditions and treatment and work history. 
 
The details of these three parts are listed next.  Be sure to read though all of the requirements and 
gather the information before starting your online application.  Also, be sure to answer every 
question to the best of your ability.  It is okay to write “I don’t remember” or “I am not sure.”  If 
you are unsure of the answer, you can write a brief explanation at the end of the application in 
the “Remarks” section.  
 

**IMPORTANT TIP** 
Use a computer that you can print from when completing your online application. You will 
want to print copies of the application as you complete it to keep a record of everything 
that you submit to Social Security. 
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Part I: Personal Identification

Identification: Name, social security number, date of birth, gender, start date of 
disability.

Contact information: Mailing address, residence address, phone number, email address.

Birth and Citizenship information: Place of birth, type of citizenship.

**IMPORTANT TIP**
Once you submit this information, you will receive a re-entry number.  Be sure to 
WRITE THIS NUMBER DOWN AND SAVE IT in case you need to exit the 
application and come back to it.

Part II: General Information

Marriage information: Are you currently married? What is your spouse’s name, social 
security number, and date of birth? What was the date of your marriage, place of 
marriage, marriage type (clergy or public official, etc.)?

Prior Marriages (list all prior marriages): Have any of your marriages lasted at least 10 
years? Did any prior marriage end due to spouse’s death? If so, what was your prior 
spouse’s name, social security number, and date of birth? What was the date of marriage, 
marriage type, and date marriage ended? How did marriage end (divorce, dissolution, 
death, etc.)? What was the date of death?

Children: Do you have any children who became disabled prior to age 22, any 
unmarried children under the age of 18, any unmarried children aged 18 to 19 still 
attending school below college level? What are the names of your children?

Military service: Did you serve in the military prior to 1968?

Employer details: Did you work for an employer this year?  Will you work for an 
employer next year?

Employer Details: What is your current/latest employer’s name and address, date 
employment began, and date employment ended?

Self-Employment: Were you self-employed this year?  Will you be self-employed next 
year?

Supplement information: Did you or your spouse work outside the US?  Do you agree 
with your earnings history as shown on your Social Security statement?

Total earnings: What are the total wages and tips you earned this year? Have you 
received any special payments paid in one year but earned in another?
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Other Pensions/Annuities: Have you ever worked at a job where US Social Security
taxes were not deducted or withheld? Are you receiving a pension or annuity on this non-
covered work or expecting to receive a pension or annuity based on non-covered work?
Have you ever received a lump sum payment instead of a pension or annuity based on 
non-covered work? Did your spouse or prior spouse work for the Railroad for 5 years or 
more?

Direct Deposit Details: What is your Account type, routing number, account number?

Benefit information: Do you intend to apply for SSI benefits?  Have you previously 
applied for Medicare, SSDI, or SSI?

Ability to Work: Are your illnesses, injuries, conditions related to work?  Are you now 
able to work?

Disability Payments: Have you filed or do you intend to file for workers’ compensation 
or other public disability benefit? Have you received money from an employer on/after 
the date you became unable to work?  Do you expect to receive money from an employer 
on/after the date you became unable to work?

Dependents: Do you have a parent that receives one-half support from you?

**IMPORTANT TIP**
BEFORE you agree to the Electronic Signature Agreement and hit the Accept & Continue 
button, be sure to REVIEW the information you provided.  The best practice is to print 
out a copy of what you have so far, review it, then continue. That way you will have a copy
of what you submitted for your records.

Part III: Medical and Employment Information

Medical Information: List ALL of your physical and mental conditions, height, and 
weight. Do your conditions cause pain or other symptoms? Have you seen a health care 
provider or received treatment? Do you have an appointment scheduled for your physical 
and/or mental conditions?

Other Contact:  Is there someone (other than a health care provider) that the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) can contact to get more information about your conditions?  
What is their name, relationship to you, address, phone number?

Doctors and Other Healthcare Professionals & Hospital/Clinics (List every provider 
that has treated you for your listed conditions):

 Name, address, phone number;
 Emergency room visit dates;
 Inpatient stay dates;
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 Outpatient visit dates;
 Tests administered and dates of tests;
 Next scheduled visit date;
 Medications prescribed and reason (if you have more medications than room to 

provide them, you can add them after you complete this section by clicking on the 
Medicine tab);

 Medical conditions treated; and
 Treatment received.

Other Medical Records: Were you ever given medical treatment while in jail or prison?
Did you receive medical treatment through a vocational rehabilitation program?

Work Status: Are you currently working?

Work Activity: What is the date you stopped working and your reason for stopping? Did 
you make any changes to your work activity before you stopped? If yes, what date were 
those changes made?

Job History: Did you have earnings greater than $1,220.00 since your last day of work? 
How many jobs have you had in the past 15 years?

Most Recent Job:
 Job Title;
 Type of Business;
 Start Date;
 End Date;
 Hours per day;
 Days per week;
 Pay amount; and
 Pay frequency (weekly, monthly, yearly).

Previous Job #1:
 Job Title;
 Type of Business;
 Start Date;
 End Date;
 Hours per day;
 Days per week;
 Pay amount; and
 Pay frequency (weekly, monthly, yearly).

Education: What is the highest grade that you have completed and the date you completed
it? Have you received any special training? Have you attended a vocational school? Did
you attend special education?
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Remarks: If you did not have the exact dates or other information requested throughout 
the application, this is where you would explain that. As you complete the application, keep 
track of information that you are missing so that you can explain that in the remarks section.

**IMPORTANT TIP**
BEFORE you agree to the Electronic Signature Agreement and click the Accept & 
Continue button, be sure to REVIEW the information you provided.  The best practice is 
to print out a copy of what you have so far, review it, then continue. That way you will 
have a copy of what you submitted for your records.

CONFIRMATION:

Once you have completed the application, you will be directed to a confirmation page.  You will 
then need to do the following:

 Print out the confirmation page;
 Click on the Print and Sign hyperlink to electronically sign the medical release form;
 Click on the Print hyperlink to print out copy of your personalized Cover Sheet;
 Place the Cover Sheet on top of the records that you have gathered from your doctor; and
 Mail your records to the Social Security address listed on your Cover Sheet.

**IMPORTANT TIP**
Sending your medical records Certified with Return Receipt, while expensive, will provide you 
proof that your information was received by the SSA.

I completed my online application and mailed my records to Social Security.  Now what?

Now you wait.  

What am I waiting for?

Basically, there are two parts to the Social Security’s decision process.  The first is the non-
medical determination.  This is when Social Security looks at your work history and how much 
you have paid into the system to see if you qualify for SSDI.  The second is the disability 
determination.  This is when the Disability Determination Services (DDS) reviews your medical 
records to determine whether your condition(s) meet Social Security’s definition for disability.

If there are any questions about your income and/or qualification during the non-medical part of 
the determination, Social Security may contact you for more information such as pay stubs or 
other employment information. Give them the information they need as soon as possible in order 
to avoid delaying a decision to your application.

At the disability determination stage, you will be sent an Adult Function Report and Third-Party 
Function Report. You may also receive a Work History Report.  These reports are to be 
completed and sent back to DDS within 14 days.  If the DDS needs more information on your 

7



8
 

disability, they may request you attend an additional physical or mental examination.  This is 
called a Consultative Exam (CE) and it will be of no cost to you.  It is very important that you 
attend this exam or contact the DDS right away to reschedule to a more convenient time. 

**IMPORTANT TIP**
Be sure to check your mail as often as possible for Social Security correspondence so you don’t 
miss any deadlines. If you miss a deadline, your application may be delayed or denied. If Social 
Security denied your application, you will have to reapply.

What are the Adult Function Report, Third-Party Function Report, and Work History 
Report?

The Adult Function Report focuses on how well you are able to do activities of daily living on a 
day to day basis.  When completing the Adult Function Report, answer the questions honestly and 
with as much detail as you can provide.

Some example questions are:

 How do your illnesses, injuries or conditions limit your ability to work?  
 Describe what you do from the time you wake up until you go to bed?
 Explain how the illnesses, injuries, or conditions affect your ability to dress, bathe, care for 

hair, shave, feed self, use the toilet.
 Do you prepare your own meals? If yes, what do you prepare, how long does it take you, 

and how often do you do it?
 Do you do housework or chores?  If yes, what do you do, how long does it take you, and 

how well do you do it?

See Appendix A for examples of answers to these questions

The Third-Party Function Report focuses on what someone close to you observes of your daily 
activities.  The questions in the Third-Party Function Report are basically the same questions asked 
in the Adult Function Report just from a different point of view.  It is important to have someone 
that knows you well and sees you often to fill out this report (i.e. spouse, family member, friend, 
etc.).  Your doctor or other medical provider should not complete this report.

See Appendix B for examples of answers to these questions 

The Work History Report is just that, a list of jobs that you did in the past.  

Some example questions are:

 Describe the job. What did you do all day?
 In this job how many hours did you do the following: walk, stand, sit, climb, stoop, kneel, 

crouch, crawl, handle large objects, handle small objects?
 What did you lift, how far did you carry it, and how often did you do this?
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 Did you supervise other people? 
 Did you hire and fire employees? 

 
See Appendix C for examples of answers to these questions  
 
I received, completed, and returned all of the reports to Social Security.  Now what? 
 
You wait for the decision. 
 
Hurray! I was approved! Now what? 
 
YAY! Congratulations!  
 
Your monthly benefit amount will be stated on your Notice of Approved Claim letter. You 
should check your bank account to make sure money was deposited.  
 
You may also receive back pay.  An individual may receive back pay from the time they filed 
their application, and as much as 12 months retroactive to this date. Bear in mind, 12 months is 
the maximum and the actual amount received will depend on the onset date (the date Social 
Security had decided that an individual’s disability actually began) and the date of entitlement 
(which is, due to the five month waiting period, a claimant’s first month of eligibility to receive 
benefits). 
 
In either case, back pay can amount to thousands of dollars simply because disability 
applications take so long to reach a decision. 
 
You will also receive Medicare two years after the time your eligibility for Social Security 
benefits is established. For more information on Medicare eligibility go to 
www.ssa.gov/benefits/medicare. 
 
If you are not approved: 
 
You have three choices of what to do if you are not approved. 
 

1) Appeal the decision; 
2) File a new claim; or 
3) Quit pursuing SSDI. 

 
I want to appeal the decision. 
 
You can appeal the decision by completing and submitting a Request for a Hearing before an 
Administrative Law Judge form. This form must be submitted to Social Security within 60 days 
from the date of your decision.  
 
The Request for Hearing is the first step in the Social Security Administration’s disability 
appeals process in Alaska.  Simply go online at www.ssa.gov and download the Request for 
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Hearing by Administrative Law Judge form HA-501 or contact the Social Security office and 
request the appropriate appeal forms.

If you have disability representation, you should call your attorney or non-attorney 
representative. Once the office handling your representation is aware of the denial, the Request 
for Hearing should be submitted shortly. However not every representative completes or submits 
the Request for Hearing forms. For the most part this is the responsibility of the claimant.

The request is submitted to the local Social Security office which then forwards the request and 
the claimant’s file to the appropriate Office of Hearings Operations (OHO).

Sometime after a case has been transferred to OHO, it will be assigned to an Administrative Law 
Judge (ALJ) who will schedule the case for a hearing date. Typically, this process takes several
months and may even take longer than a year. The amount of time will depend on the hearing 
office, as some OHO locations have more cases and greater backlogs than others.

I want to re-apply.

If you didn't appeal, or you missed the appeal deadline, you may file a new claim.  You will 
simply go through the same process that you did the first time. When you reapply, be sure to 
include any and all new information about your disability(ies). This is especially important if 
your medical condition has deteriorated.

There is a downside of re-applying vs. appealing.  If you re-apply, you risk losing any back pay 
that you may have been entitled to had the ALJ approved your claim and agreed with the 
disability onset date. However, the process of re-applying takes less time (around 6 months or 
so) compared to appealing to an ALJ (one year or more, on average)

Are there things I can do to have a better chance of getting benefits? Yes! 

 Get regular medical treatment and follow your health care provider’s orders;
 Submit copies of your records when you apply for disability;
 Never miss deadlines for anything involving Social Security disability;
 Keep a copy of everything you submit to or get from Social Security;
 Never speak rudely to anyone involved in your case. There is a good chance you may 

need their help at some point and, honestly, they have no motivation to move your case 
any faster if you make their job harder;

 If you get updated medical records, call DDS at 907-771-8100 and ask how they would 
like you to submit them. If you have a representative, give them to this individual who
can review them before submitting them (not all records are helpful); and

 Submit your appeal requests immediately and never wait to do them near the end of the 
60-day deadline.
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