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Thank you for joining us! 
The webinar will begin at 

2:00 pm ET.

You will not hear any sound until then. If you are 
having technical difficulties, please send NDI 
Admin a message in the chat box.
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#ABLEtoSave Webinar Series
“Debunking ABLE Myths”

Presented by
Chris Rodriguez, Director, ABLE National Resource Center
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This webinar is brought to you by the ABLE 
National Resource Center and sponsored by
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Listening to the Webinar

• The audio for today’s webinar is being broadcast through your computer. Please make sure your 
speakers are turned on or your headphones are plugged in.

• You can control the audio broadcast via the audio broadcast panel
• If you accidentally close the panel, you can re-open by going to the Communicate menu (at 

the top of the screen) and choosing Join Audio Broadcast 
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Listening to the Webinar, continued

If you do not have 
sound capabilities 
on your computer 
or prefer to listen 
by phone, dial:

1-650-479-3207
1-855-244-8681

(Toll-Free Number) 

Meeting Code: 
666 701 804

Note: You do not need 
to enter an attendee ID.
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Captioning

• Real-time captioning is provided during this webinar.
• The captions can be found in Media Viewer panel, 

which appears in the lower-right corner of the webinar 
platform.

• If you want to make the Media Viewer panel larger, you 
can minimize other panels like Chat, Q&A, and/or 
Participants.
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Submitting Questions

• For Q&A: Please use the Q&A box to submit any questions you 
have during the webinar and we will direct the questions 
accordingly during the Q&A portion.

• If you are listening by phone and not logged in to the 
webinar, you may also ask questions by emailing questions to 
kauchenbach@ndi-inc.org.  

Please note: This webinar is being recorded and the materials will be placed on the 
ABLE National Resource Center website at: http://ablenrc.org/events/abletosave-

series-debunking-able-myths-sponsored-fidelity-investments
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Technical Assistance

• If you experience any technical difficulties during the 
webinar, please use the chat box to send a message to the 
host NDI Admin, or you may also email kauchenbach@ndi-
inc.org.
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Presenters and Guests
• Presenter

o Chris Rodriguez, Director, ABLE National Resource Center

• Facilitator 
o Michael Morris, J.D., Executive Director, National Disability 

Institute

• Guest Panelists
o Heather Sachs, Senior ABLE Advisor, ABLE National Resource 

Center
o Stuart Spielman, Senior Policy Advisor and Counsel, Autism 

Speaks
o Keith Bernhardt, VP, Retirement & College Products, Fidelity 

Investments
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Agenda

• ABLE National Resource Center
• #ABLEtoSave Campaign
• History of ABLE
• ABLE Basics
• Debunking ABLE Myths
• Questions and Answers 
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ABLE National Resource Center
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The ABLE National Resource Center

The ABLE National Resource Center (ANRC) is a collaborative 
whose supporters share the goal of accelerating the design 

and availability of ABLE accounts for the benefit of individuals 
with disabilities and their families. We bring together the 

investment, support and resources of the country’s largest and 
most influential national disability organizations.

www.ablenrc.org

 

http://www.ablenrc.org/
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#ABLEtoSave
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#ABLEtoSave Campaign Description
#ABLEtoSave is a month-long marketing and informational campaign taking 
place throughout August.  This national campaign is spearheaded by the 
ABLE National Resource Center (“the Center”), in collaboration with the 
Center’s 25+ national disability organizational members, state ABLE 
programs, financial institutions, and other ABLE related stakeholders.   
#ABLEtoSave will strive to blanket the country with widespread information 
concerning all things ABLE, with the aim to significantly accelerate the 
opening of ABLE accounts by eligible individuals with disabilities and their 
families. 
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#ABLEtoSave Campaign Goal

The primary goal of #ABLEtoSave is to increase 
awareness and education about ABLE accounts and 

to accelerate the opening of ABLE accounts 
nationwide in the short- and long-term.  
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#ABLEtoSave Campaign Outline
#ABLEtoSave will take place in the month of August and will be broken down into 5 
individual weeks of education, information and marketing.  Each week will focus on a 
different aspect of ABLE, with the aim to provide potential ABLE account owners, and their 
families, with comprehensive education and motivation to feel comfortable enrolling in an 
ABLE program of their choice.  

o WEEK 1 (July 30 – 5):  BASIC OVERVIEW OF ABLE
o WEEK 2 (August 6 – 12):  ELIGIBILITY
o WEEK 3 (August 13-19): QUALIFIED DISABILITY EXPENSES
o WEEK 4 (August 20-26): FINANCIAL LITERACY
o WEEK 5 (August 27 – September 2): ENROLLMENT

The campaign is national in scale and will utilize a diverse set of tools in order to maximize 
reach.  These tools include, but are not limited to, social media, national webinars, short 
videos, twitter chats, virtual town halls, email blasts and the utilization of the Center’s 
website.
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History of ABLE

 



ablenrc.org

What is ABLE?
The Stephen Beck, Jr. Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act 
(PL 113-295) amends the federal tax code to add Section 529A in 
order to:
create a new option for eligible people with disabilities 
to save money in a tax-exempt account
that may be used for qualified disability expenses
while still keeping their eligibility for federal public benefits.
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History of ABLE
• Kitchen table idea from parents in Northern VA 

to counter challenges in US system ($2000 asset 
limitation)

• Nine year massive cross-disability grassroots effort
o Social media campaigns, traditional media, 

change.org petition
o Many in-person meetings with elected officials to 

share our personal stories
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ABLE Becomes Law - December 2014
• One of most bipartisan bills in history

o 85% of the entire US Congress supported the ABLE Act
• 381 out of 435 in the US House of Representatives 
• 78 out of 100 in the US Senate 

• Authorized (did not require) states to establish ABLE programs
• States acted very quickly to pass state ABLE laws and set up ABLE 

programs
o June 2016: First ABLE account available
o To date, 25 states have launched ABLE programs (most available 

nationwide)
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ABLE Basics
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Basic Characteristics
• There are eligibility requirements related to opening an ABLE account that speak to the age in 

which the individual first experienced his/her disability and related to the severity of such 
disability

• An eligible individual in not obligated to enroll in their state of residence
• The “Designated beneficiary” is the account owner (although another person such as a parent, 

guardian, or person with power of attorney may be allowed signature authority over the 
account). 

• Funds in the account may be used for “qualified disability related expenses”
• Assets in, and distributions for qualified disability related expenses, will be disregarded or given 

special treatment when determining eligibility for most federal means-tested benefits (including 
Social Security and Medicaid)

• Multiple individuals may contribute to an individual’s ABLE account
• There is a $14,000 annual contribution limit (all contributors combined)
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Who is eligible to be an ABLE account 
beneficiary?

To be eligible, individuals must meet two requirements:
1) Age requirement:  must be disabled before age 26; AND
2) Severity of disability: 

• Have been determined to meet the disability requirements for Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) or Social Security disability benefits (Title XVI or Title II of the Social Security Act) and are 
receiving those benefits, 

OR

• Submit a “disability certification” assuring that the individual holds documentation of 
a physician’s diagnosis and signature, and confirming that the individual meets the 
functional disability criteria in the ABLE Act (related to the severity of disability described in 
Title XVI or Title II of the Social Security Act).
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What may funds from an ABLE account be used 
for?
• Distributions from an ABLE account may be made for “qualified disability expenses”. 
• “Qualified disability expenses” are expenses that relate to the designated 

beneficiary’s blindness or disability and are for the benefit of that designated 
beneficiary in maintaining or improving his or her health, independence, or quality of 
life.

• The term “qualified disability expenses” should be broadly construed to permit the 
inclusion of basic living expenses and should not be limited to:

• expenses for items for which there is a medical necessity, or 
• which provide no benefits to others in addition to the benefit to the eligible 

individual.
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Qualified disability expenses may include the 
following:
• Education, housing, transportation, employment training and support, 

assistive technology, personal support services, health, prevention & 
wellness, financial management and administrative services, legal fees, 
funeral and burial expenses and basic living expenses 

• Distributions for non-qualified expenditures will be subject to tax 
consequences and may affect eligibility for federal means-tested 
benefits.
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How do ABLE account assets impact eligibility for 
federal benefits?
ABLE assets will be disregarded or receive favorable treatment when 
determining eligibility for most federal means-tested benefits:
• Supplemental Security Income(SSI): For SSI, only the first $100,000 in 

ABLE account assets will be disregarded.
• SSI payments (monthly cash benefit) will be suspended (not 

terminated) if the beneficiary’s account balance exceeds $100,000, 
but SSI benefits (eligibility) will not be terminated.  Funds above 
$100,000 will be treated as resources.
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Impact on Federal Benefits (cont.)
• Medicaid: ABLE assets are disregarded in determining Medicaid 

eligibility
o Medicaid benefits are NOT suspended if the ABLE account balance exceeds 

$100,000 (that is only applicable to the SSI cash benefit)
o Medicaid Payback: Any assets remaining in the ABLE account when a 

beneficiary dies, subject to outstanding qualified disability expenses, can be 
used to reimburse a state for Medicaid payments made on behalf of the 
beneficiary after the creation of the ABLE account (the state would have to file 
a claim for those funds)
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Tax Treatment of ABLE Accounts
• Contributions to an ABLE account are made with 

post-tax dollars.
• ABLE account earnings grow tax-free and are tax-

exempt
• Some states have deductions for contributions to 

ABLE accounts by in-state residents: 
o Iowa, Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, 

Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Virginia, 
Wisconsin (out-of-state), Utah (credit)
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ABLE programs that have launched
- 25 states and counting!

• Nationwide programs: Alabama, Alaska, Kansas, 
Illinois, Iowa, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, 
Nebraska, Nevada, North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon 
(nationwide option for nonresidents), Rhode Island, 
Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Virginia

• In-state programs (limited to in-state residents only): 
Georgia, Florida, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missouri, 
Oregon (option for state residents), Vermont
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Myths: Eligibility
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Myth: An individual has to be receiving SSI or SSDI 
benefits to be eligible to open an ABLE account

FACT: Even if a person is not currently receiving SSI or SSDI, 
he/she may still be eligible to open an ABLE account, but 
would need to get a “disability certificate” signed by a 
physician confirming that they meet a certain degree of 
severity with respect to their disability.  
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Myth: An individual must be younger than 26 
to be eligible to open an ABLE account

Fact: An individual does not need to be under 26 to 
open an ABLE account, however the symptoms of 
the disability must have onset prior to their 26th 
birthday to open an account (even if a diagnosis is 
not received prior to age 26)
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Myths: Contributions
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Myth: the only individual who can contribute to an 
ABLE account is the designated beneficiary 

Fact: Anyone can contribute post-tax dollars into an 
ABLE account, including family, friends, and the 
beneficiary him/herself.
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Myth: An unlimited amount of money can be 
deposited in an ABLE account

Fact: The total annual contribution by all participating contributors, including 
family, friends, and the person with a disability, for any given tax year is 
currently $14,000. 

o The amount may be adjusted periodically for inflation.

Fact: The total aggregate account limit is subject to the individual state 
regulations and their specific limit for education-related 529 savings accounts.

o States have set this limit between $225,000 and $550,000 per account. 

Fact: for individuals with disabilities who are recipients of SSI, this benefit will be 
suspended when the account exceeds $100,000.
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Myths: Public Benefits

 



ablenrc.org

Myth: Once my ABLE account exceeds $2000, I will 
lose my eligibility for SSI benefits and Medicaid.

Fact: The ABLE Act specifically states that funds in an ABLE account will not
affect the beneficiary’s eligibility for federally funded means-tested benefit 
programs such as Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Medicaid.

Fact: Once the ABLE account exceeds $100,000, if the beneficiary is 
receiving the SSI cash benefit, his/her cash benefit related to SSI would be 
put in a state of suspension (but not termination) until such time that the 
account balance falls back below $100,000. 
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Myth: In all circumstances, the Medicaid Program will receive 
the balance remaining in the ABLE account upon the 
beneficiary’s death

Fact: Upon the individual’s passing, all qualified disability 
expenses, including funeral and burial expenses are paid from 
the ABLE account first. Then, if an individual receives Medicaid 
services, the state has the option to file a claim for the amount 
of Medicaid services paid on the beneficiary’s behalf from the 
time the account opened until the date they pass away.  
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Myths: Other Financial Vehicles
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Myth: ABLE accounts replace special needs 
trusts
Fact: ABLE accounts are another tool in the 
financial planning toolbox that can be used by 
individuals with disabilities. They do not replace 
or compete with special needs trusts (SNTs) and 
can be used together.

4
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Myth: ABLE accounts are basically the same 
as regular 529 accounts
Fact: Although the ABLE law is in Section 529A of the federal tax code and most 
state 529 programs run the state ABLE programs, these accounts are very different.  
Some difference include:

o Can have unlimited amount of 529 accounts; only one ABLE account
o 529 accounts can only be used for qualified education-related expenses; ABLE 

accounts can be used for “qualified disability expenses” (broadly interpreted)
o Anyone can open a 529 account for the benefit of the beneficiary and control the 

funds; only beneficiary may open the ABLE account and controls the funds (subject 

to legal guardianship or power of attorney rules)
o Note that you CANNOT roll over a regular 529 account into an 

ABLE account yet (though there is pending legislation…)
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Myths: Enrollment
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Myth: You have to open an ABLE account in 
your state of residence
Fact: You do not need to wait until your state launches an ABLE 
program, and you are not limited to the ABLE program in your 
own state.
• You can use the comparison tool on the ANRC website 

(www.ablenrc.org) to see which program is best for you.

 

http://www.ablenrc.org
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Myth: An individual has to contact or visit a bank 
to open an ABLE Account
Fact: ABLE programs are developed and managed on the state level, 
allowing the managing state to have the flexibility to determine the 
process in which a person enrolls. Thus far, in an effort to keep 
administrative costs low and to ensure an affordable program for the 
beneficiary, enrollment (and maintenance of the account) is primarily 
done through the individual state ABLE program website/online portal.
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Question and Answers
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Contact us!

Christopher J. Rodriguez
Director
ABLE National Resource Center
crodriguez@ndi-inc.org

Heather Sachs, JD
Senior ABLE Advisor 
ABLE National Resource Center
hsachs@ablenrc.org

Stuart Spielman
Senior Policy Advisor and Counsel 
Autism Speaks
sspielman@autismspeaks.org

Keith Bernhardt 
VP, Retirement & College Products 
Fidelity Investments
For more information about the Attainable Savings 
PlanSM, please visit www.fidelity.com/attainable or call 
844-458-2253/TTY: 800-544-0118
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