Special Needs Planning:
Navigating the Continuum
By Iris Buczkowski
Over nearly the past two decades I have had the privilege to work with
many families on their wealth management needs. Most financial plans
have common components, such as wealth accumulation planning, and
others do not apply to every situation. Not every family has children so
maybe college education planning does not apply. One aspect of planning
though that most people do not automatically anticipate is the area of
special needs planning. It is a unique and complex area of wealth
management to navigate because, unlike other parts of practice, special
need planning presents a continuum that is fluid and often changes
throughout the course of a lifetime.
If you have a loved one with special needs,
whether it is a physical, intellectual, or
developmental disability, it is common that
people more often than not are not
prepared to be facing the challenges that
they have found thrust upon them. In some
cases, families are aware of a prenatal
diagnosis, such as Down Syndrome, and
can give thoughts to the needs of their child
ahead of their arrival. Other disabilities are
invisible, such as autism, and a diagnosis
presents sometime after birth. In either
scenario of being prepared or not, there
are hard realities that families much face
when caring for and planning for a person
with special needs, and that goes beyond
the
everyday
tasks
and
medical
considerations that present immediately.
Consider this – if a financial advisor told you
that navigating the continuum of special
needs planning is much like driving and
following traffic lights, what would you
think? I use this analogy often since as a
family, you have to keep moving forward,
but there are certain things that you must
consider (red). There are some planning
items that will come into play along the
road and give you cause to slow down
(yellow). Then there are planning items you
may need to consider down the road, but
for now you just keep on driving because
they may not come into play at all (green).
Although it is a complex topic and area of
practice, it is much more simple to
compartmentalize when we look at it in
those three categories.

Think of the stop light in terms of life stages.
Red would be as soon as you learn of your
special needs circumstance, yellow as you
are raising your child or loved one
throughout their growing years, and green
for
post-secondary
education
and
adulthood.
Today, this is how many
agencies are providing support and services
to those with special needs. Life Centered
Planning has become a popular term in
recent years as the needs of people change
depending on their stage of life. Special
needs planning from a wealth management
perspective can be approached the same
way.
So, where do you start? With the must-do’s,
and the major topic here for consideration is
with your estate plan. It doesn’t matter if
you think you have a sizable estate or not, it
is critically important for you to have your
legal documents in place to protect your
disabled loved one. Many younger couples
have some savings, maybe a house or some
level of insurance coverage in place to
protect their families. If you have a child with
a disability and do not have the proper
estate planning mechanisms in place, it
could be catastrophic to that child. Children
who have disabilities are only allowed to
have limited resources in their name or they
can become disqualified for public benefits
that they are entitled to or may be at some
point in the future. It is critical to work with
an estate planning attorney who is well
versed in supplemental needs trust planning
to make sure your child is protected.
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For families with school-age children
education planning has also become a mustdo during the COVID crisis. The pandemic
has presented tremendous difficulties as
many students have not been able to receive
therapeutic and interventive services they
are entitled to. Having an extensive
knowledge of your children's rights under
education law is necessary, and you may
need to partner with an advocate or attorney
who specializes in this area of law. This
would be to help ensure that your child's
education planning remains on track with
their individualized education plan based on
the goals tailored to their unique situation.
Along the course of the roadmap there are
other planning items that may come into
play besides estate or education planning
that you will likely hear about or encounter.
It is important to note that not all children
who have a disability are automatically
entitled to public assistance or benefits, and
without these benefits it can become a costly
proposition to any family who may have to
pay out of pocket for care or services.
Proper planning can position you for longterm success, and partnering with experts to
guide you through these life stages, or the
traffic light, can only help ensure all of your
goals are met.
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