
When Your Child Has Special Needs

As the parent of a child with special needs, you face many of the same challenges that other parents
face. But you’ll have to cope with some unique issues as well. The term special needs is often used
to describe a wide variety of conditions and may mean different things to different people. For
example, special needs can include medical conditions such as cerebral palsy. It can mean physical
conditions, such as blindness or the loss of a limb. And it can mean neurological conditions, such as
learning disabilities, mental retardation, or autism.

Where Do You Start?

Getting reliable information and support is important when you have a child with special needs. Start
by talking to:

Your obstetrician, pediatrician, and primary physician
Social workers familiar with federal, state, and community resources
Mental health professionals (e.g., psychologists and counselors)
Parents of other children with special needs
Members of a community or online support group
Individuals within your local school systems (e.g., the superintendent, the principal, guidance
counselors, and special education teachers)

You’ll also want to find out what support programs and services are available in your community.
Your state’s Department of Social Services or Office for Children can help you locate state-sponsored
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programs such as child care, respite care, low-cost transportation, or other programs that can help
you provide better care for your child.

Community volunteer agencies and parent groups can also counsel and educate you about the
challenges of raising a child who has special needs. Your local United Way, as well as other nonprofit
agencies, may have programs to help you care for your child. Sports events and recreational camps
are often sponsored by both local and national organizations and can give your child a chance to
interact with others while having fun.

Many national organizations exist for special needs information and advocacy. These groups often
have local chapters you can join that may sponsor support groups. In addition, the Internet has
become a leading source of information and support for parents of children with special needs.
Online sites offer both general and technical information and can connect you to informal and formal
resources.

Finding and Paying for Medical Care

Because of his or her special needs, your child may need expert medical care. Learning all you can
about your child’s condition and treatment options, finding ways to handle health-care costs, and
organizing paperwork can cut down on the stress that inevitably accompanies frequent visits to health
care providers. Here are some tips:

Choose a qualified physician who responds to your child’s needs, is knowledgeable about your
child’s condition, and who explains treatment options thoroughly
Read your health insurance policy and find out what it does and does not cover
Apply for Medicaid if your child is eligible for it (in most states, your child will automatically
qualify for Medicaid if he or she meets the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) requirements or
lives in a residential care environment)
Join support groups affiliated with a national organization focused on your child’s disability or
condition
Subscribe to publications that can alert you to new treatments, prescription drugs, and research
that may benefit your child
Keep copies of treatment records, correspondence with your insurance company and
supporting documentation
Draft letters that you can keep on file with child-care centers, the school nurse, babysitters, or
family members that describe your child’s medical needs and what to do in case of emergency

Educational Issues

Federal and state special education laws, as well as the Americans with Disabilities Act, require
public schools to accept children with disabilities and take whatever steps are necessary to meet their
special needs. For example, bathrooms, hallways, and other physical facilities must be designed to
accommodate wheelchairs. In addition, a public school may have to create special programs, revise
its policies and curriculum, and offer counseling and other services to students with disabilities.
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All states must provide a “free and appropriate public education” to eligible children with disabilities.
Have your child evaluated by your state and local school district to find out if he or she is eligible for
special education services, including early intervention services starting in infancy or in preschool.

Ensuring Your Child’s Future

As the parent of a child with special needs, you’ll want to find ways to protect your child’s inheritance
and ensure that he or she is taken care of when you die. If your child is a minor (under the age of
majority, which in most states is 18) or an adult who is unable to make decisions related to his or her
own long-term welfare, your first step should be to name a guardian (e.g., a friend, relative, or legal
professional) in your will. After your death, this guardian will offer advice and make decisions for your
child, manage his or her assets, and oversee his or her care after your death. Choose a guardian
carefully. He or she should be someone who has your child’s best interests at heart.

In order to be eligible for most government benefits (e.g., SSI, Medicaid), your child must have
minimal income and assets. If you plan on leaving your child significant assets, you could put his or
her eligibility for these benefits at risk. However, you can leave money to your child without risking his
or her eligibility for government benefits by establishing a special needs trust to hold funds that your
child might otherwise inherit directly upon your death. Funds in a properly drafted special needs trust
are not considered “countable” for SSI and Medicaid eligibility purposes. A special needs trust is a
complex estate planning tool, so it’s best to consult an experienced estate planning attorney.

Have questions? Need help? Call the CAPTRUST Advice Desk at 800.967.9948, or schedule an 
appointment with a retirement counselor today.
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Legal Notice
This document is intended to be informational only. CAPTRUST does not render legal, accounting, or
tax advice. Please consult the appropriate legal, accounting, or tax advisor if you require such advice.
The opinions expressed in this report are subject to change without notice. This material has been
prepared or is distributed solely for informational purposes and is not a solicitation or an offer to buy
any security or instrument or to participate in any trading strategy. The information and statistics in
this report are from sources believed to be reliable but are not warranted by CAPTRUST Financial
Advisors to be accurate or complete. All publication rights reserved. None of the material in this
publication may be reproduced in any form without the express written permission of CAPTRUST:
919.870.6822.
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