
An EmploymEnt First pArticipAnt’s GuidE to 
choosinG EducAtion As A Work Activity

A Handbook for Families, Educators,
and Community Organizations





The surest path to economic independence is education. Higher 
education leads to more stable employment and higher wages.  
The more education you have, the greater your earning potential. 

Nebraska’s “Aid to Dependent Children” (ADC) program provides temporary financial assistance 
to eligible low-income families while involving parents in activities designed to help them find 
work and become self-sufficient.  But true economic self-sufficiency can be discouragingly elusive, 
particularly for adults with limited educational backgrounds. 

Parents in the ADC program have the right to take part in meaningful activities that help them reach 
their goals--including education.  When ADC participants are empowered to exercise this right, 
parents gain valuable knowledge and skills for employment, children have greater opportunities to 
grow up in economically secure households, and communities throughout Nebraska benefit from 
the contributions of self-sufficient families.

ADC benefits are generally available to families with a household income below approximately 
47% of the federal poverty level.  Because of these challenging circumstances, those who may be 
interested in higher education benefit from support and guidance to develop a plan that conforms 
to ADC program requirements and leads to higher education and earnings. 

This guide to understanding and pursuing education options within the ADC program is intended 
for ADC-eligible families and others working with those families.  This handbook will discuss ADC 
benefits only in the context of choosing education as a work activity.  For more information about 
eligibility guidelines, program requirements, or other issues not covered by this handbook, please 
contact your local Health and Human Services office.  
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IntroductIon to the employment FIrst program

What is the Employment First program?  The Employment First (EF) program is Nebraska’s welfare-to-work 
program, and is part of Nebraska’s ADC cash assistance program. The ADC program gives cash grants to low-income 
families to temporarily help them meet their basic needs.  To get a cash grant, most adults must participate in the 
EF program.  The goal of the EF program is to help families reach economic self-sufficiency within a five-year time 
limit.1  Adults in the EF program will be asked to set goals and create a plan for how they can get a job that will 
pay enough money that they are no longer eligible for ADC.  EF participants will go through the following process:

1. Apply for ADC;

2. Complete a Comprehensive Assets Assessment;

3. Negotiate, develop, and sign a self-sufficiency contract, employment plan and service plan;

4. Participate in the activities included in the contract.

What is economic self-sufficiency?  Economic self-sufficiency means having a job that pays enough money to 
cover the costs of a family’s basic needs, including things like rent, utilities, food, child care, health care, clothing, 
and transportation.  When the EF program talks about economic self-sufficiency they mean making enough money 
to take you off of ADC.

Who has to be in the EF program?  All able-bodied adults who get an ADC grant must be in the EF program.2

Who does not have to be in the EF program?  The following people do not have to be in the EF program3.

• A child who is age 15 or younger, even if s/he is emancipated or living independently.

• A child age 16, 17, or 18 who is going to school (elementary, secondary, vocational, technical, or college) 
full time and is living with a parent or guardian.

• A person who is sick or injured and as a result cannot participate in employment, education, or training.

• A person who is disabled.

• A person who is age 65 or older.

• A person who needs to stay at home on an ongoing basis to care for a sick or disabled person in the household.

• A parent or guardian of a child under the age of 12 weeks.

• A pregnant woman starting the first of the month before the month of the due date.  (For example, if the due 
date is January 24, the exemption would start December 1.)

• A person who is unable to find child care for his/her child age 5 or under.

• A person who has been a victim of domestic violence for whom participating in the EF program would make 
it more difficult to leave the abusive situation, would penalize the individual, or would place the person or 
family at risk of more abuse.

What is the EF work requirement?  With some exceptions, EF requires able-bodied adults to complete 
a “work activity” for at least 30 hours a week.4  Single parents with a child under six years of age are only 
required to do 20 hours a week. Some hours (20) must come from “core” work activities and some (10) 
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can come from “non-core” work activities.  Only certain kinds of activities can count as work activities.  .  

Core activities may include high school attendance, education directly related to employment, job readiness 
and job search activities, community service, unpaid work experience, providing child care services to other EF 
participants, and employment.  Many core activities allow EF participants the opportunity to pursue education.   
Non-core activities like job skills training may also involve education to help participants improve their ability to 
find a job that will allow them to be self-sufficient.  These core and non-core activities are described below.  The 
chart on this page explains which activities may be available to participants depending on their age and needs.  

Core Activities with a Focus on Education

• On-the-Job Training (OJT): Full-time paid work that prepares a participant for permanent employment with a job 
site.  This may involve classroom instruction in literacy, English as a Second Language (ESL), or job-related skills.

• Vocational Training: Educational programs that prepare participants for jobs requiring training other than a 
bachelors or advanced degree.  Programs include academic and occupational coursework and may lead to a 
certificate, diploma, or associate degree.

• Post-Secondary Education: An educational programs at a college or university leading to a bachelor’s degree.

• Education Directly Related to Employment: This may include college certificate programs and study time, Adult 
Basic Education, English as a Second Language (ESL) and other courses designed to provide knowledge and 
skills for specific jobs.  It can also include GED programs when required by employers or a specific occupation. 

• Satisfactory high school attendance 

Non-Core Activities with a Focus on Education

• Job Skills Training: This includes associates degree programs and related study time, literacy or language instruc-
tion, and other barrier removal activities focused on skills needed for employment or combined with job training.

Educational Activity Who Can Choose It? How Does It Work?

Secondary Education 
(such as high school) 

A participant under age 20 who is either 
married or a single head of household

Satisfactory high school attendance meets the full work requirement

General Education 
Development (GED) 
Program

A participant without a high school 
diploma who needs a GED in order to 
achieve self-sufficiency 

For participants under age 20, satisfactory attendance meets the full re-
quirement.  For participants age 20 and up, participation for 20 hours per 
week meets the full work requirement. Effective August 8 2013, changes in 
state law made GED a core work activity for participants of any age.   

Education Directly 
Related to Employment

A participant who needs greater skills 
in adult basic education and/or English 
as a Second Language (ESL) in order to 
achieve self-sufficiency 

Participation for an average of at least 20 hours per week meets the full 
work requirement.  Note: Effective August 8 2013, changes in state law 
made Education Directly Related to Employment a core work activity for 
participants of any age. 

Vocational Education A participant who needs an associate 
degree, diploma, or certification in order 
to achieve self-sufficiency 

Class time and unsupervised study time (one hour of study time for each 
hour spent in class) can count toward your core and/or non-core hours for 
up to 36 months.  After 36 months, these activities only count toward your 
non-core hours

Post-Secondary 
Education (college or 
university)

A participant who needs a bachelor’s 
degree in order to achieve self-sufficiency 

Class time and unsupervised study time (one hour of study time for each 
hour spent in class) can count toward your core and/or non-core hours for 
up to 60 months.  

What is a self-sufficiency contract?  The self-sufficiency contract is a deal between the family receiving ADC 
and the State of Nebraska.  Each contract is unique and focuses on the individual needs and goals of the family.  The 
contract will have a list of things that the family agrees to do while participating in the EF program and a list of things 
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the caseworker agrees to do to help the family achieve their goals.6  This contract will list which work activities the 
adults in the household will do to meet the EF work requirement.  The main goal of the contract is to create a plan 
that will help the adults in the household get a job that will pay enough money so that the family is no longer eligible 
for ADC.  A family will not receive any ADC payments until they have signed a self-sufficiency contract.  The time 
between when a family is found eligible and when a contract is signed is called the contract negotiation period.

What are the time limits for the EF program?  A family can get an ADC cash grant (monthly payment) for up to 
60 months.8  The 60-month limit is a lifetime limit.  This means that once a family has received 60 ADC grants that 
apply to the time limit, they can no longer receive any ADC assistance unless they can show they are in an extreme 
hardship.  A family does not have to use all of their 60 months in a row.  For example, if a parent who has been on 
EF for 10 months gets a job that takes them off of the EF program, but loses that job a few months later, they can 
go back on the EF program for up to 50 more months.

When do they start counting months?  The 60 month time limit starts the month you receive your first ADC grant.9

Footnotes
1 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1709.
2 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1723.
3 468 NAC 2-020.01 (effective December 2, 2006) and 468 NAC 2-020.02 (effective December 2, 2006).
4 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1723 and  468 NAC 2-020.01A1 (effective December 2, 2006).
6 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1720.
8 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1724(1).
9 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1724(1)(b).
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5 steps to choosIng educatIon 
Step 1: applyIng For BeneFIts

The best time to start thinking about including an educational program in an EF contract is at the time you apply 
for benefits.  Once an application for benefits is filed, you will be asked to make a lot of decisions that will shape 
what you will do while on the ADC program.  Once you are found eligible and receive your first cash payment, your 
60-month time limit begins.  Because you will only have a limited number of months of assistance, it is important 
to get a good plan in place as soon as possible.  Once you are found eligible, you will not receive any ADC until 
you negotiate and sign your contract.1  You will be in a better position to make the most out of your time on ADC 
if you have thought about whether you want to pursue an educational program and what that program might be.  
To apply for ADC, visit http://accessnebraska.ne.gov to complete an electronic application.  If you prefer a written 
application, you can request one by calling or visiting your local Department of Health and Human Services office.   

step 2: selectIng an educatIonal program

There are a wide range of educational programs available to EF participants.  Some will be easier to work into a con-
tract than others.  As a starting point, when you are applying for benefits, you should consider the following questions:

What are my career goals?  The EF program is designed to focus on what you want to do.  Your caseworker will 
be asking you about long-term and short-term goals and it will be helpful if you have thought about them in advance.  
Specifically, you will want to think about whether you need additional education to reach your career goals.

Am I capable of doing that job?  It is important to think about what skills you have right now and what skills 
you might need to develop to reach your career goals.  It is also important to think about whether there are things 
that might make reaching your goals more difficult.  These things are sometimes called “barriers.”  Are there family 
situations, such as the need to care for a disabled child, that will make reaching your goals more difficult?  Do you 
have a health condition that will make reaching your goals more difficult?  If you have some kind of special obstacle 
or barrier, it does not mean that education is not an option.  It simply means that you may need to ask for specific 
help from your caseworker or additional help from the school you will be attending.

Will that job pay me enough to take me off public assistance?  Nebraska law requires that you have a plan 
that will lead to a job that pays enough so that your family is no longer eligible for ADC benefits.2  When selecting 
your career you should think about the present hourly wage for that job.  Also, you should think about whether there 
is the possibility of receiving a promotion or moving up in the pay scale if you stay at the job for a period of time.  
Nebraska law asks each family to reach for its highest level of economic self-sufficiency.3  This means you should 
pick a career that will lead to the highest paying job that fits with your interests as well as the ADC guidelines.  

Are there jobs available in that field right now?  Your caseworker will ask you if there are jobs available in 
that field right now.  You should think about the job market in your area.  You may also want to look at the future 
demand or growth rate for your chosen career.  Many times the school offering the educational program will have 
this kind of information.  You can also contact Nebraska’s Labor Market Information Center at (402) 471-2600 or 
get labor market information online at www.dol.state.ne.us.

What kind of education or training would I need to do that job?  You also need to think about the education 
and training you already have and what additional education and training you will need to reach your goals.  Will you 
need an associate’s or bachelor’s degree?  Will you need computer classes?  Will you need any kind of certificate?
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How long will it take me to get the education or training that I need?  Under Nebraska law, you can only 
receive 60 months of ADC in your lifetime.4  Because of this requirement, the goal is for you to be employed in a job 
that will pay enough to take your family off of ADC as quickly as possible and before you reach your 60th month of 
assistance.5  For this reason, it is important that you think about how long it will take to get the education or training 
that you need.  If your educational program is going to last longer than the months you have left before reaching your 
60 month limit, it does not mean that education is not an option.  But, it does mean you will need to show that by the 
time you reach your time limit, you will be able to get a job that will take your family off of ADC.  For example, you 
might be able to do work study, work part time, or get a paid internship while you are completing your education.

What places offer the education or training I need and are they in my area?   Once you select a career and 
determine what kind of education you need, you will need to think about where you can get the education or training.  
It is important to think about what kinds of programs are in your area.  Is there a university, college, or community 
college in your area?  Caseworkers are only going to approve an educational program that is available in your area.  
Many schools offer programs such as distance learning that allow an individual to take classes over the internet if 
they live too far away to attend classes in person.  You may want to contact the school to find out what they offer.

Do I have any certifications or existing college credits I can use to reach my goal?  It is important to think 
about what skills and training you have and how you might be able to build on that to get a better job than what is 
available to you right now.  For example, do you have any existing college credits to build on?  This may allow you 
to get a degree in a shorter period of time than if you are starting from the beginning.

Can I get financial aid to cover the costs of the education or training program? The Employment First 
program will not pay for tuition unless there are special circumstances.6  It is your responsibility to get financial aid 
to pay the costs of your education.  Financial aid includes things like loans, grants, and scholarships.  Most schools 
have a financial aid office that can help you figure out what kind of financial aid might be available and how to apply 
for it.  Any financial aid you receive will not be counted as income under the ADC program.7

If you would like help in accessing financial aid and planning for college, contact the EducationQuest Foundation.  
EducationQuest offers free tools and resources for college-bound Nebraskans, including completing and filing the 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid, scholarship searching, and information on student loans.  Outreach staff 
will sit down with you one-on-one to help you financially plan for college.  Visit www.educationquest.org, or contact 
EducationQuest toll free at 1-800-303-3745.

What kind of help will I need to participate in the educational program? Under Nebraska law, the caseworker 
is required to help you meet your goals.8  This help can come in a number of different forms.  For example, a case-
worker can help get information about what the job market is like for a specific career or what wages are for people 
doing that job.  You can also ask your caseworker for things like child care assistance and help with transportation. 

You do not need to have answers to all of these questions right away, but they will help you start to think about what 
you want to do and what is possible in your current situation.

step 3: the comprehensIve assets assessment

After you have been found eligible for ADC benefits, your caseworker will have you complete what’s called a 
Comprehensive Assets Assessment.  The assessment is an interview process where the caseworker helps you answer 
questions about your skills, abilities, resources, and past and present situations.  The goal of the assessment is to find 
out what things you are doing well and where you are running into problems.  The results of the assessment will be 
used to develop a self-sufficiency contract.9  

Part of the assessment process is to identify long-term and short-term goals.  This will be the first opportunity to let 
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your caseworker know that you would like to include an educational program in your contract.  It is important for 
you to bring this up with your caseworker at this point so that you can take full advantage of the contract negotiation 
period and to allow you to start receiving ADC benefits as soon as possible.

step 4: the contract negotIatIon perIod

As you know from the previous section, most families that receive ADC benefits are required to participate in the 
EF program.  The EF program is Nebraska’s welfare to work program and requires most participants to do at least 
30 hours a week of work activities.  Post-secondary education counts as a core work activity and can be included 
in a contract.10  

How long is the contract negotiation period?   After you complete the assessment, you and your caseworker will 
begin developing the self-sufficiency contract.  Under Nebraska regulations, you will not receive any ADC benefits 
until you have signed your self-sufficiency contract.11  This period between when you are found eligible and when 
you sign your contract is called the contract negotiation period.  

What do I need to know as I start the negotiation?  When the contract negotiation process begins, your case-
worker will be focused on the following things:

1. What do you want to do?

2. Can it be done within the months you have left in your time limit?

3. Will it lead to a job that will pay you enough to take your family off ADC?

You will be in a better position to get the program you want in your contract if you have gone through the questions 
in Step 2 and can explain to your caseworker how completing certain classes or obtaining a degree will take your 
family off of ADC within your time limit.

What if my educational program can be completed within my time limit?  It will be easier to get approval 
for post-secondary educational programs that can be completed within your time limit.  It is easier for caseworkers 
to evaluate programs that will lead to a degree or certificate within the time limit.  For example, most community 
college programs can be completed within 24 months or less and are generally approved by caseworkers.

What if my educational program lasts longer than the months I have left in my time limit?  It may be more 
difficult to get approval from your caseworker for an educational program that will last beyond your 60 month time 
limit.  As you know, the goal of the Employment First Program is for you to find a job that will take you off of the 
ADC program as quickly as possible and within your time limit.  In order to get your caseworker to approve an 
educational program that lasts longer than your time limit, you will need to create a plan that shows how starting a 
program or finishing part of a program will help you get a better job than you can get right now.12  It is helpful to put 
your plan down in writing and to make sure that your caseworker puts a copy of it in your file.  A sample plan can be 
found in the Appendix to this handbook.  Your caseworker should help you explore options and develop your plan, 
but you should be prepared to collect most of this information on your own.  Here are some examples:

Example 1:  Your goal is to become a certified substance abuse counselor.  You will need to complete a 
bachelor’s degree and meet other certification requirements.  This process will take longer than the 24 months 
you have remaining in your 60 month time limit.  However, after two years of a bachelor’s in psychology 
program you could get a job working at a drug treatment facility working with clients but not as a certified 
counselor.  In this situation, your plan might be that during your 59th month of ADC assistance you would 
begin applying to treatment facilities to get a job that would pay you enough to take you off of ADC.  As 
part of your contract negotiation, you would need to show your caseworker that there is a bachelor’s degree 
program in your area, that you are capable of handling college coursework, and that you have been accepted 
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and have financial aid or that you are in the process of applying and looking into financial aid.  You will also 
need to show that treatment facilities will not hire someone without any college classes and will hire someone 
in the process of completing their degree.  Finally, you would need to show that these jobs are available in 
your community and that they will pay you enough to take you off of ADC.

Example 2:  Your goal is to be an accountant.  You will need to complete a bachelor’s degree and take a 
certification test.  This process will take longer than the 24 months you have remaining in your 60 month 
time limit.  However, after two years of accounting classes you could get a job as a book keeper for a small 
business.  In this situation, your plan might be that during your 59th month of ADC you would begin ap-
plying for book keeping positions that would pay enough to take you off of ADC.  As part of your contract 
negotiation, you would need to show that there is a bachelor’s degree program in your area, that you are 
capable of handling college coursework, and that you have been accepted and have financial aid or that you 
are in the process of applying and looking into financial aid.  You will also need to show that book keeping 
positions in your area require as least some coursework in accounting.  Finally, you would need to show 
that book keeping positions are available in your community and that they will pay you enough money to 
take you off of ADC.

Are there special rules about associate’s degree programs?  You can count your associate’s degree program 
classes toward your 20 hours of “core” work for up to 36 months.  After 36 months, you can still count associate’s 
degree classes, but only as a “non-core” activity.  This means that you will have to find another work activity to fill 
your 20 hours of “core” work and use your associate’s degree classes to count toward the remaining 10 hours of 
your 30 hour work requirement.  

Are there any other limitations on what kind of educational program can be in a contract?  Yes. Post-
graduate work, such as a masters degree or doctoral degree, cannot be included in a contract even if it meets all the 
other EF requirements.13

What happens after we reach agreement on the contract?  Once you and your caseworker reach an agree-
ment about your plan, your caseworker will put the plan in the form of a contract and will ask you to sign it.  Make 
sure to carefully read all the documents you are asked to sign and make sure you understand them.  There are three 
documents you will be asked to sign, a Self-Sufficiency Contract, Employment Plan, and Service Plan.

The Self-Sufficiency Contract:  The Self-Sufficiency Contract is a form that contains the non-negotiable 
parts of your contract.  You should read this document carefully and ask your caseworker to clarify anything 
you don’t understand.

The Employment Plan:  The Employment Plan is considered part of the Self-Sufficiency Contract even though 
it is a separate form that you will sign.  The Employment Plan lists your long-term employment goals and 
the short-term goals that you will use to reach your long-term goals.  For example, if your long-term goal 
is to be a book keeper, your short-term goal may be to take accounting classes full time at the local college.

The Service Plan:  The Service Plan is also considered part of the Self-Sufficiency Contract.  A Service Plan 
will be prepared for each short-term goal listed on your Employment Plan.  The Service Plan contains the 
following: 1) each step you will need to take to reach your short-term goal; 2) the specific activities you will 
do to complete each step; 3) the time frame for completing each step; and 4) any people that will be involved 
in helping you complete the step, including service providers and your caseworker.  The caseworker will 
also use the Service Plan to chart your progress.

Once you sign your contract you will begin receiving ADC.  If you have cooperated with your caseworker at all times 
during the contract negotiation period your eligibility will go back to the date of your application.

Do I need other things in my contract?  Yes, you will need to include supportive services in your contract and 
you may need to include other work activities.
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Supportive Services:  Your caseworker is required by Nebraska law to help you meet the goals in your con-
tract.15  This help is often called “supportive services.”16  If you need child care while you are in school or 
help with transportation, etc., you need to make sure those needs are included in your contract.  

Other Work Activities: If you are going to school full time, you may still need to include other work activi-
ties in your contract.  You can only count the actual hours you are in class toward your 30 hour a week work 
requirement.  If you are taking 12 credit hours, you will only be in class 12 hours a week and will still need 
to add other work activities to reach the 30 hour requirement.  

Supervised Study Time: Supervised study time can be counted as a “core” activity if it is being done 
as part of another “core” activity.  Since post-secondary education and vocational education are both 
“core” activities, supervised study time related to your coursework will count as a “core” activity.  
This study time will have to be supervised by someone authorized to supervise this activity.  Some 
schools have made arrangements for places and times where students can do supervised study.  If the 
school does not have a place available, ask your caseworker to help you make other arrangements.  
You will have to have the supervisor sign a sheet verifying your time spent studying.  These sheets 
will need to be submitted to your caseworker weekly unless other arrangements have been made.   
If supervised study time is included in your contract, you will get child care while you are studying.

Unsupervised Study Time: Unsupervised study time can also be counted as a “core” activity if it 
is being done as part of another “core” activity. You can do one hour of unsupervised study time 
for every hour of class time when approved by your caseworker as part of your plan.  You will still 
need to submit verification sheets to your caseworker each week, but unsupervised study hours do 
not need to be signed by a supervisor.

Community Service: Community Service may be one of the easier work activities to add to a self-
sufficiency plan to help meet the 30 hour work requirement.  If you do any volunteer work at your 
church, your child’s school, in the community, or at the college you are attending, those hours can 
count as community service hours.  You will need to get the person or organization supervising the 
community service to fill out an agreement provided by your caseworker and they will have to sign 
a sheet verifying your participation that will be turned in weekly.

Can I change my  mind?   Yes.  The contract, including the Employment Plan and Service Plan, can be changed at 
any time.17  You simply need to let your caseworker know that you want to change your plan.  However, any changes 
you make will still have to fit within the EF guidelines.

What if I can’t reach an agreement with my caseworker? If you can’t reach an agreement with your caseworker, 
see the section of this handbook called “Troubleshooting.”

What if I already have a contract and I want to change it?  See the “Troubleshooting” section of this handbook. 

step 5:  the contract has Been approved.  What’s next?

Once your contract is approved, you will be required to start doing the activities included in it.  This means enrolling 
in and attending classes.  Your caseworker will want a copy of your class schedule to verify you are taking classes 
full-time.  You will also be required to have your professors sign a sheet after each class to verify your participation.  
This is part of a federal requirement that participation in work activities be monitored daily.  You will also have to 
have someone sign your sheet if you are doing supervised study time or community service activities in addition 
to your classes.  You must turn in a sheet that lists unsupervised study hours, but you do not need a supervisor to 
sign it.  Most caseworkers ask that you turn in your sheets signed by your professors and supervisors at the end of 
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each week.  However, you can ask to make other arrangements such as sending them every two weeks, faxing, or 
emailing them to your worker.  

At the end of the semester, your caseworker will ask for a copy of your grade report.  In order to continue partici-
pating in your educational program you will have to be in good standing (be passing your classes) and be making 
progress toward your degree or other educational goal.18

Footnotes
1 468 NAC 1-005.02B (effective October 10, 2007) and 468 NAC 2-010 (effective October 10, 2007).
2 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1709; See also Kosmicki v. State, 264 Neb. 887 (2002); Keith v. HHS ,CI04-3591, Lancaster Co. Dist. Ct. (2005) order accessible on the web at www.neap-
pleseed.org.
3 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1726.
4 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1724.
5 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1709.
6 468 NAC 2-020.07L (effective December 2, 2006).
7 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1726 and § 68-1713(1)(t).
8 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1722.
9 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1718.
10 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1721 and 468 NAC 2-020.07L (effective December 2, 2006).
11 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1724, 468 NAC 1-005.02B (effective October 10, 2007) and 468 NAC 2-010 (effective October 10, 2007).
12 See Kosmicki v. State, 264 Neb. 887 (2002).
13 468 NAC 2-020.07L (effective December 2, 2006).
14 468 NAC 2-020.06 (effective December 2, 2006).
15 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1722.
16 468 NAC 2-020.08 (effective December 2, 2006).
17 468 NAC 2-020.06 (effective December 2, 2006).
18 468 NAC 2-020.07L (effective December 2, 2006).
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trouBleshootIng
 

As you go through the contract negotiation process you may encounter some problems.  This section describes some 
common problems and possible solutions to these problems.

proBlem 1:
my caseWorker WIll not approve my educatIonal program

If your caseworker will not approve your educational program, you have a number of options:
 1. Mediation
 2. Appeal
 3. Change your plan
 4. Add a work activity
 5. Waive your ADC grant

Mediation

What is mediation?  If your caseworker will not approve your plan you can go to mediation.1  Mediation is a meet-
ing between you, your caseworker, and a trained mediator.  The goal of mediation is to talk about and try to solve 
problems between you and your caseworker.  Your caseworker can give you information on how to set up media-
tion.  You will be able to keep your present benefits during the mediation process if you request mediation within 
10 days of the date of your caseworker’s decision.2  If you are not happy with the way the mediation turns out, 
you can still file an appeal.

When is mediation a good option?   Mediation can be used for any type of disagreement with your caseworker and 
is a great option when it is possible to work out the disagreement.  For example, if your caseworker has agreed that 
you can do an educational program, but has a problem with the program you have chosen, you may be able to work 
out the problem in a mediation session.

What happens after mediation is complete?  At the end of the mediation, the mediator will explain what happens 
next.  If you and your caseworker have reached an agreement, the mediator will put the agreement in writing and 
send it to both of you to sign.  If you and your caseworker cannot reach an agreement, you can still file an appeal 
challenging the caseworker’s decision.  An appeal must be filed within 5 days of getting a notice that the mediation 
has ended if you want to continue to receive your benefits during the appeal.

Appeal

An appeal is a process you can go through if you disagree with a decision made by your caseworker.3  An appeal 
is sometimes called a “fair hearing.”  If you feel that your plan meets the guidelines of the EF program, but your 
caseworker will not allow your plan to be included in your contract you can file an appeal.  Appeals must be filed 
within 90 days of your caseworker’s decision.4  It is a good idea to ask for something in writing from your caseworker 
explaining the reasons behind the decision.  If your appeal is filed within 10 days of your caseworker’s decision, you 
can continue to receive benefits during the appeal process.5

Do I need a lawyer to file an appeal? No.  You do not need a lawyer to file an appeal.  The appeals process is designed 
so that anyone can go through the appeals process without the help of a lawyer.  However, if your case is complicated 
or you need help, you can try the following resources:

1. Legal Aid of Nebraska.  Legal Aid can provide free legal advice and/or representation to people who meet 
certain income guidelines.  Although they cannot take every case, anyone can go through their intake 
process.  You can contact the Legal Aid AccessLine at 1-877-250-2016 from 9am-11am on Mondays 
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and Wednesdays and 1:30-3:30pm on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  You can also apply for legal services 
online by visiting the Legal Aid website at www.legalaidofnebraska.com.  

2. Volunteer Lawyers Project (VLP).  The VLP is offered through the Nebraska State Bar Association and 
can provide free or low-cost legal representation to people who meet certain income criteria and other 
guidelines.  They will try to pair up participants with a lawyer in their area who has agreed to take cases 
pro bono (free of charge) or at reduced cost.  The VLP can be reached at (402) 475-7091.

3. University of Nebraska College of Law.  The UNL College of Law has a legal clinic that may be able to 
provide free legal representation to eligible low-income clients in and around Lincoln.  The legal clinic 
can be reached at (402) 472-3271.

4. Creighton University Legal Clinic.  Creighton University has a legal clinic that may be able to provide 
free legal representation to clients in Douglas County.  The legal clinic can be reached at (402) 280-2874.

5. Nebraska Appleseed Center for Law in the Public Interest.  Nebraska Appleseed (creator of this hand-
book) can provide free information, advice--and in rare cases--legal representation on issues related to 
the ADC program.  Nebraska Appleseed also has brochures on appeals and mediation and negotiating 
self-sufficiency contracts in the EF program.  You can contact Nebraska Appleseed at 1-800-845-3746.  
Brochures and other publications are also available online at www.neappleseed.org. 

How is an appeal filed?  You start the appeals process by filing an appeal form (called a Request for Fair Hearing) 
with the local Department Health and Human Services office.  The form is one page and asks you to explain what 
decision you disagree with and why it was not the correct decision.  If you cannot get to your local office, you can 
use a blank sheet of paper and write out the following: 1) your name and contact information; 2) that you want to 
appeal a decision; 3) what decision you want to appeal; and 4) why you want to appeal the decision.  After the form 
is filled out, it needs to be returned to the local office either by mail or in person.  If you turn in the form in person, 
you should have the desk worker date stamp the form and give you a copy with the date stamp on it.  It is important 
for you to keep a dated copy of the appeal form to prove when you filed your appeal.

How can a participant continue benefits during the appeals process?  On the appeal form there is a box that says 
“Check here if you do not want to continue your benefits.”  If the box is left unchecked and your appeal was filed 
within 10 days of your caseworker’s decision, your caseworker will automatically continue to issue your benefits 
until the appeal process is over.6

When should I continue my benefits?  If you chose to continue your benefits and you lose your appeal, you will have 
to repay the ADC benefits you received during the appeal process.7  It is important for you to think about the likeli-
hood of winning your appeal and your present needs.  If you are required to pay back benefits, you will be given the 
option of having the money taken out of your future ADC checks.  This is generally done by reducing your ADC 
check by 10% each month until the amount is paid off.

Change Your Plan

When should I change my plan?  Before you give up on a plan, it is important to think about why your caseworker 
would not accept your plan and if it could be changed to take care of the problem.  For example, if your caseworker 
says that the plan cannot be approved because the educational program is not available in your area, it may be possible 
to make arrangements with the school offering the program to do the program through independent study or distance 
learning.  If there is no way to modify your plan to work within the EF guidelines then you will have to change plans.  

What should I think about if I decide to change plans?  You should think about whether there is a similar career that 
would meet the EF guidelines or if there are preliminary degrees or certification programs that would fall within the 
guidelines and get you started toward your career goal.  You may want to talk to a career counselor at the school you 
have chosen to see if they can help you find a way to make your goals work within the EF guidelines.  You should 
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also go back through the questions in Step 2 as you make your decisions about a new plan.  

Add A Work Activity

When should I think about adding another work activity?  If there is no way to change your plan to fall within the 
EF guidelines, and no other educational plan interests you, you could consider adding another work activity to your 
contract.  For example, if your educational program is offered in the evenings, you could do job search or other 
“core” and “non-core work activities during the day to meet the 30 hour EF work requirement and attend classes 
in the evening.  This option will not work for everyone.  It is important to keep in mind that you can only receive 
supportive services for work activities that are included in your self-sufficiency contract.  So if your classes are not 
included in your contract, you would not be able to receive transportation assistance to get to and from class.

Waive An ADC Grant

What does it mean to waive an ADC grant? Receiving an ADC cash grant is a choice.  You always have the option of 
choosing not to receive an ADC grant while still keeping your Medicaid.  If you waive your ADC grant, no months 
during which you do not receive a grant will be counted toward the ADC time limit.

When should I waive my ADC grant? If you have enough financial aid to cover your expenses you may want waive 
your ADC grant.  When you apply for financial aid, you may be able to get housing, meals, and books covered through 
your school or through scholarships.  It is important to ask your school’s financial aid office about what kinds of 
assistance are available.  Also, if you get enough child support to cover your expenses you may want to waive your 
ADC grant.  While you are receiving ADC, the Department of Health and Human Services collects and keeps any 
child support collected up to the amount of the ADC grant.9  If you waive your ADC grant your child support will 
come directly to you.  However, if you are going to rely on child support to cover expenses, it is important to think 
about how stable and reliable those payments have been and are likely to be in the future.

What if I change my mind about waiving my grant? At any point you can decide to start receiving ADC benefits 
again.  However, once back on ADC, you will be required to meet the EF work requirement again.

proBlem 2:
I already sIgned a contract But noW I Want

to change It to Include post-secondary educatIon

If you have already signed a self-sufficiency contract but you want to change your work activity to include an edu-
cational program, you should first go through the questions in Step 2 and figure out what kind of program you want 
to do.  The other thing you will need to do is to find out how many months of ADC you have left.

How do I know how many months I have left? You have the right to ask your caseworker at any time how many 
months are left in your 60 month lifetime limit.  You can also ask your caseworker for a copy of your “time-limited 
tracking sheet.”  This is a form where your caseworker marks down how many months you have used.

Once you know what you want to do and how much time you have to work with you will want to come up with a 
plan that will fit within the EF guidelines and time limits.  After you have developed your plan, you will want to 
set up a meeting with your caseworker to renegotiate your contract.  To renegotiate your contract you will want to 
follow the process found in Step 4.

proBlem 3:
What IF my caseWorker and I don’t reach an agreement?

As long as you are cooperating with your caseworker, there is no minimum number of days you can spend trying to 
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negotiate your contract.  However, you will not get any ADC payments until you have signed your contract.  If an 
agreement is not reached within a reasonable amount of time, your caseworker will close your family’s ADC case.  
Even if your ADC case is closed, you and your children will still receive Medicaid.  Once your case has been closed, 
you can reapply for assistance at any time and start the negotiation process again.

Footnotes
1 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1723(3) and 468 NAC 2-020.09B (effective December 2, 2006).
2 468 NAC 2-020.09C1 (effective December 2, 2006).
3 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 68-1723 and 468 NAC 2-020.09C (effective December 2, 2006).
4 465 NAC 2-001.02A (effective August 21, 1995).
5 465 NAC 2-001.02A (effective August 21, 1995) and 468 NAC 2-020.09C (effective December 2, 2006).
6 465 NAC 2-001.02A (effective August 21, 1995) and 468 NAC 2-020.09C (effective December 2, 2006).
7 468 NAC 1-009.03F (effective October 7, 1998).
9 468 NAC 2-019.05 (effective December 27, 1997).
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glossary oF terms

Aid to Dependent Children (ADC): Aid to Dependant Children is Nebraska’s cash assistance welfare program.  
It provides a monthly check to families who have a child under the age of 18 and who have income at or below ap-
proximately 47% of the federal poverty level.  The ADC program is funded in large part through federal funds under 
the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) block grant.

Appeal: An appeal is a process you can go through if you disagree with a decision made by your caseworker.  An 
appeal is sometimes called a “fair hearing.”  Appeals must be filed within 90 days of the caseworker’s decision.  If 
you file an appeal within 10 days of the caseworker’s decision you can continue to receive benefits during the appeal 
process.  You do not need a lawyer to file an appeal.  

Barriers: Things that might make reaching your Employment First goal more difficult, such as, lack of transporta-
tion or child care, poor health, the need to care for a disabled child or parent, etc.

Comprehensive Assets Assessment: The comprehensive assets assessment is an interview process where the case-
worker helps you answer questions about your past and present situations.  The goal of the comprehensive assets 
assessment is to find out what things your family is doing well, and where your family is running into problems.  
The results of the assessment will be used to develop your family’s self-sufficiency contract.  

Economic Self-Sufficiency: Economic Self-Sufficiency means having a job that pays enough money to cover the 
costs of a family’s basic needs, including things like rent, utilities, food, child care, health care, clothing, and trans-
portation.  When the Employment First program talks about economic self-sufficiency they mean making enough 
money to take you off of ADC.

Employment First Program: The Employment First program is Nebraska’s welfare-to-work program.  It is part of 
Nebraska’s Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) cash assistance program.  The goal of the Employment First program 
is to help families reach economic self-sufficiency.  Adults in the Employment First program will be asked to set goals 
and create a plan for how they can get a job that will pay enough money so that they are no longer eligible for ADC.  

Employment Plan: The Employment Plan is considered part of the Self-Sufficiency Contract even though it is a 
separate form that you will sign.  On the Employment Plan you will list your long-term employment goal and the 
short-term goals you will use to reach that goal.

Mediation: Mediation is a meeting between you, your caseworker, and a trained mediator.  The goal of mediation 
is to talk about and try to solve problems between you and your caseworker.

Self-Sufficiency Contract: The Self-Sufficiency Contract is an agreement between the family getting ADC and the 
State of Nebraska.  Each contract is unique and focuses on the individual needs and goals of the family.  The contract 
will have a list of things that the family agrees to do while they are participating in the Employment First program 
and a list of things that the caseworker agrees to do to help the family achieve their goals.  This contract will list 
what work activity the adults in the household will do to meet the Employment First work requirement.  The main 
goal of the Self-Sufficiency Contract is to create a plan that will help the adults in the household get a job that will 
pay enough money so that the family is no longer eligible for ADC.

Service Plan: The Service Plan is considered part of the Self-Sufficiency Contract.  A Service Plan will be prepared 
for each short-term goal on your Employment Plan.  The Service Plan contains each step that you will need to take 
to reach your short-term goal, the specific activities you will do to complete each step, the time frame for complet-
ing each step, and the person who will be involved in completing the step, including service providers and your 
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caseworker.  Your caseworker will also use the Service Plan to chart your progress.

Supportive Services: Services provided by your caseworker to help you reach your goals.  These services can include 
gas vouchers, bus vouchers, car repairs, clothing vouchers, child care assistance, etc.

Time Limit: The Employment First Program has a 60 month lifetime limit.  At the end of 60 months a family can 
only receive an ADC grant if the are facing an extreme hardship.  A family does not have to use all of their 60 months 
in a row.

Work Activity: In order to receive an ADC grant, all able-bodied adults must do a work activity for at least 30 hours 
a week.  If you have a child under the age of six you are only required to complete 20 hours of work activity.  The 
kinds of activities that count as work activities are set by Nebraska law and regulation.  Adults can engage in one or 
more work activities to meet the work requirement.  See pg. 3 for the list of allowable work activities.
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Bachelor’s Degree Self-Sufficiency Plan   (Sample)

Long Term Goal:  I would like my participation as a full-time student in the Nursing Program at the Uni-
versity of Nebraska Medical Center to count as my work activity in my Employment First Self-Sufficiency 
Contract.  My long-term goal is to become self-sufficient through employment as a Registered Nurse. 

Participating in the Nursing Program at the University of Nebraska Medical Center Should Be My 
Primary “Core” Work Activity in My Employment First Self-Sufficiency Contract:

· The Program allows for Post-Secondary Education.  The Employment First Program allows 
clients to participate in Post-Secondary Education as a “core” work activity.  

· Lack of A Marketable Job Skill.  I have been a stay-at-home mother for the past two years and I 
need training for a new career so I can get a job that will make me self-sufficient and allow me to 
provide for my family.  I am physically, mentally, and emotionally capable of working as a Regis-
tered Nurse.

· I Can Be Self-Sufficient as a Registered Nurse.  I have done some research about how much I 
could make as a Registered Nurse. Registered Nurses are number 2 in the list of the top 20 hottest 
jobs in the Omaha area.  (See Omaha Consortium Statistical Area Review http://www.dol.
state.ne.us/nwd/workserv/jobcareer/pubs/rapubs/2006/Omaha.pdf).  Students who complete a Reg-
istered Nursing program earn an average starting wage of $16.63 an hour in Nebraska.  The average 
wage of Registered Nurses in Nebraska is $25.26 an hour.  (See Nebraska Career Compass, www.
dol.state.ne.us).  This hourly wage would be enough money to support myself and my two children 
without ADC.

· Labor Market Information.  I have done some research on what the job market is like for Regis-
tered Nurses.  There is a demand for people trained as Registered Nurses here in Omaha.

1. According to the Nebraska Department of Labor web site, demand for Registered Nurses 
is growing in Nebraska.  The Registered Nurse position has a current statewide growth rate 
of 23%.  (See ftp://ftp:dol.state.ne.us/).

2. Out of 40  students completing the Registered Nurse Program at the University of Nebraska 

sample plans
How to Use the Sample Plans

Putting a self-sufficiency plan in writing will help both you and your caseworker during the contract negotiation 
stage.  Your caseworker should help you find information for the plan, but you should be prepared to collect this in-
formation on your own.  Below are two  sample plans.  One is for someone who wants to participate in a Registered 
Nursing degree program at a college or university as their work activity.  In this example, the educational program 
will last longer than the time left in the participant’s 60 month time limit.  The second plan is for someone who 
wants to participate in a Respiratory Therapy associates degree program at a community college.  These plans are 
just a samples.  You may or may not be able to get all of the types of information contained in these plans, but they 
should provide some ideas of the types of information that can help you and your caseworker reach an agreement.
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Medical Center, all 40 students secured employment upon graduation.  

 I Can Be Self-Sufficient Within My Time Limit: I realize that I only have 60 months that I can re-
ceive ADC cash assistance.  I also realize that my 60 months will run out on September 30, 2007.  
Although I will not graduate from the University of Nebraska Medical Center  with my bachelor’s 
degree until December of 2007, I can be self-sufficient by September 30, 2007 by continuing to 
complete my coursework to become a Registered Nurse.  

Full time enrollment in the Registered Nursing program at the University of Nebraska Medical 
Center  includes completing 66 hours of nursing classes as well as 62 non-nursing prerequisite 
courses for a total of 128 required hours..  I am currently enrolled as a full time student in the 
Registered Nursing program.  I am in good academic standing, and I have never received a grade 
below a C.  I have been participating in academic advising and am on track to graduate from the 
Registered Nursing program in December of 2007.  I am paying for school with a Pell grant and 
have funding secured to complete my degree at the University of Nebraska Medical Center.

I can be self-sufficient within my time limit by pursuing a Registered Nursing degree.  According 
to Student Services of the University of Nebraska Medical Center, during the final semester of the 
Nursing Program students are required to take a “Transition to Professional Nursing” course which 
is a placement or preceptorship for which the student is paid.  Preceptorship positions pay between 
$9 and $10 an hour and are in high demand in Nebraska, specifically in Omaha.  In July and August, 
as part of my participation in the Employment First program, I will look for a paid preceptorship 
position. Classes begin at the end of August 2007 (before my time limit runs out September 30, 
2007) and my earnings from the preceptorship position would make me no longer eligible for ADC 
and I would be considered self-sufficient.

Associate’s Degree Self-Sufficiency Plan   (Sample)

Long Term Goal:  I would like my participation as a full-time student in the Respiratory Care Associate’s 
Degree Program at Southeast Community College (SCC) to count as my “core” work activity in my Employ-
ment First Self-Sufficiency Contract.  My long-term goal is to become self-sufficient through employment 
as a Respiratory Therapist.

Participating in the Respiratory Care Program at SCC Should Be My Work Activity in My Employ-
ment First Self-Sufficiency Contract:

· The ADC Program Allows Associate’s Degree Programs.  The Employment First Program allows 
clients to participate in an associate’s degree program as a “core” work activity for up to 36 months 
and then up to 10 hours a week as a “non-core” work activity.

· Lack of A Marketable Job Skill.  I have been a stay-at-home mother for the past two years and I 
need training for a new career so I can get a job that will make me self-sufficient and allow me to 
provide for my family.  I am physically, mentally, and emotionally capable of working as a Respira-
tory Therapist.

· I Can Be Self-Sufficient as a Respiratory Therapist.  I have done some research about how 
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much I could make as a Respiratory Therapist.  The average starting wage of a Respiratory 
Therapist in Nebraska is $22.05 an hour.  (See http://neblswages.nwd.ne.gov/eds.php). The 
Nebraska Workforce Development Department of Labor (NWDDL) predicts that careers in 
healthcare will be hot job prospects from 2002 - 2012, and specifically lists Respiratory Therapist 
as a “hot” job. (See Nebraska Workforce Development Career Compass). Approximately one-half 
of all Respiratory Therapists earn between $39,925 and 52,745. per year. Page: 3 
 (See Nebraska Workforce Development - Office of Workforce Security - Labor Market 
Information Center).This annual salary would be enough money to support myself and my two 
children without ADC.

· Labor Market Information.  I have done some research on what the job market is like for 
Respiratory Therapists.  There is a demand for people trained as Respiratory Therapists here in 
Lincoln.

1. According to the Nebraska Department of Labor web site, demand for respiratory therapists 
and respiratory therapy technicians is growing in Nebraska.  The respiratory therapist posi-
tion has a current statewide growth rate of 26.8 % while the respiratory therapy technician 
position has a current statewide growth rate of 2.22%.  (See, www.dol.state.ne.us, accessed 
March , 2007.)

2. Out of 28 students completing the Respiratory Care Program from SCC in 2006, 24 students 
secured training-related employment upon graduation. Two students are involved in non-
training related employment, and two students are working in other areas (See attached, 
2006 Annual Graduate Placement Report of Southeast Community College, pg. 22.)

3. The Human Resource Department at BryanLGH provided information on November 18, 
2006 that there is a high demand for Respiratory Therapists (also called Respiratory Care 
Practitioners) and Respiratory Care Assistants (RCAs).  The RCA position was created spe-
cifically for students enrolled in the Respiratory Care Program.  After 1 year of successful 
completion of the Respiratory Care Program, a student is qualified to be an RCA at Bryan 
LGH, with a current hourly wage of $10.30 .  Upon graduation, the RCA can then move to 
the Respiratory Therapist position, which currently earns an hourly wage of $ 17.50 .

4. A Personnel Recruiter for St. Elizabeth Regional Medical Center also stated that the respi-
ratory therapist position is in high demand, noting that the hospital hires between 3 and 6 
new Respiratory Therapists each year.  St. Elizabeth’s also has an RCA position, which they 
prefer to fill with current Respiratory Care students.

· I Can Be Self-Sufficient Within My Time Limit: I realize that I only have 60 months that I can 
receive ADC cash assistance.  I also realize that I can only count an associates degree program as a 
“core” work activity for 36 month.  I will meet my 30 hour work requirement with my associate’s 
degree classes and supervised study time.  I will be taking 15 credit hours, which will fill 15 of 
my 30 hours a week.  I will be doing supervised study for three hours each day, which will fill the 
remaining 15 hours of my 30 hours.
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