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A B S T R A C T

As they are a long-term policy instrument, the results of many child savings account (CSA) programs take
decades to realize. Because of this, important questions regarding the long-term impacts of the programs, as well
as participants' perceptions regarding the programs' long-term impacts, are unanswered. In this study, we pre-
sent findings from a qualitatively driven complex mixed methods follow-up of the first large CSA demonstration
project, the quasi-experimental Michigan Saving for Education, Entrepreneurship, and Downpayment (SEED)
program. We asked SEED account-holding and non-account-holding families how they communicated about
college, saving for college, and future educational attainment, nearly ten years after the CSA demonstration
project ended. In a novel approach, we conducted separate semi-structured interviews with dyads of parents and
children, combining that information with survey data and account balance monitoring data, ultimately gaining
a multidimensional picture of how families with and without SEED accounts were approaching planning for
post-secondary education right before the transition to adulthood. We found that: (1) the vast majority of ac-
count-holding families did not make withdrawals from their SEED accounts, (2) recent family communication
about the SEED accounts was related to the specificity of a child's post-secondary plans, (3) there were tensions
between college aspirations and the concrete steps needed to get there, and (4) families voiced concerns re-
garding the substantial barriers to post-secondary education. These findings point to both the promises and
challenges of CSAs that newly developed programs might want to consider.

1. Introduction

Child savings accounts, or CSAs, have been implemented in a
growing number of jurisdictions across the world. First described by
Sherraden in 1991, CSAs aim to increase the financial security, build
the financial capability, and improve the educational outcomes of low-
income children and their families. Though there is no national CSA
program in the United States, CSA programs have rapidly expanded
since their introduction in 2003. In 2017, more than 382,000 American
children participated in a CSA program, an expansion of 22% over the
previous year (Markoff, Copeland, & Quezada, 2018). As they are a
long-term policy instrument, the final results of most CSA programs are
decades away.

Prior research has shown positive impacts of CSAs on parental
educational expectations, child socio-emotional development, and ma-
ternal mental health (Huang, Kim, Sherraden, & Clancy, 2017; Huang,
Sherraden, Kim, & Clancy, 2014; Rauscher, Elliott, O'Brien, Callahan, &
Steensma, 2017). However, these studies, and others like them, are
typically limited to examining the effect of CSAs only a few short years

after families have enrolled in a program. It follows that questions re-
garding the long-term impacts of the programs, including participants'
long-term perceptions regarding the program, are unanswered (Elliott
& Harrington, 2016). In this study, we present follow-up data from one
of the earliest CSA demonstration projects, the quasi-experimental Mi-
chigan SEED (MI-SEED) program. MI-SEED is the only long-term
follow-up CSA study, with data first collected in 2004 when youth
participants were enrolled in preschool, then again in 2008/2009 when
youth participants had started grade school, and, most recently, in
2014/2015 as they entered high school.

In order to understand how the target population for CSAs might
reap long-term benefits from CSA programs, we asked SEED account-
holding and non-account-holding families how they communicated
about college, saving for college, and future educational attainment,
nearly ten years after the MI-SEED demonstration project ended. In a
novel qualitatively driven complex mixed methods approach, we con-
ducted separate semi-structured interviews with dyads of parents and
children. Then we combined that information with survey data col-
lected at the time of the semi-structured interviews, point-in-time
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account balance monitoring data, as well as survey data from the MI-
SEED impact assessment baseline and Wave 2 surveys, ultimately
gaining a multidimensional picture of how families with and without
child savings accounts were approaching planning for post-secondary
education. In collecting that multidimensional data, we were interested
in a set of research questions: How do families communicate about
college and saving for college? Do families with child savings accounts
use and communicate about accounts? Does that communication (or
lack thereof) relate to how children perceive their futures? In this
paper, we describe the rich and nuanced ways that caregivers and
young people think and communicate about the accounts and their
future educational attainment just prior to the transition to adulthood.
Our findings offer insights into what is possible with CSA accounts and
what issues newly emerging programs might want to consider.

2. Background

2.1. Education and social mobility

Despite unprecedented educational expansion and the rising returns
to education, sociodemographic groups have not gained educational
credentials equitably. Although some gaps in high school completion
rates between students of color and White students narrowed between
1990 and 2013, Black and Hispanic students continued to have lower
high school completion rates than White students in 2013 (Musu-
Gillette et al., 2016). The gaps persist at the college level, where 42% of
White 18- to 24-year-olds enrolled in college compared to 34% of their
Black peers in 2013, similar to rates in 2003 (Musu-Gillette et al.,
2016).

Similar to how racial gaps in educational attainment have remained
stable over time, income-related gaps in education attainment have not
narrowed, either (Cahalan, Perna, Yamashita, Ruiz, & Franklin, 2016;
Hout, Raftery, & Bell, 1993). Troublingly, researchers have found the
opposite: the educational attainment advantages conferred to those in
the upper part of the income distribution appear to be increasing over
time. Bailey and Dynarski (2011) tracked college entry, persistence, and
completion for cohorts born between 1961 and 1964 and between 1979
and 1982 using the National Longitudinal Study of Youth (NLSY) and
found that the educational attainment advantages afforded to higher
income students were significantly larger for the later cohort. For ex-
ample, individuals in the top two income quartiles increased their
college entry rates by about 22 percentage points, while for individuals
in the bottom income quartile, the college entry rate rose just 10 per-
centage points between cohorts (Bailey & Dynarski, 2011). Using a
different dataset, Ziol-Guest and Lee (2016) confirmed that the gra-
duation gap between students with high- and low-income parents was
growing over time. Pfeffer (2017) also documented a growing in-
equality in educational attainment among high- and low-wealth stu-
dents. He compared levels of educational attainment to parental wealth
among cohorts of students born in 1970–1979 to those born in
1980–1989. The trends in educational attainment gaps by parental
wealth that he found were starker than those others have found based
on income; in fact, there was a “surge in the college attainment of
college-going children from the top wealth quintile” (Pfeffer, 2017, p.
20).

Although studies like these seem to show that those in the upper
part of the wealth and income distribution are “hoarding” opportunities
(see Reeves, 2017), there are many reasons to think that educational
attainment is related to upward social mobility. There is ample evi-
dence that a college degree may promote social mobility through in-
creased earnings. The rate of return of a college education1 ranges from

5.5 to 16.4% (Abel & Deitz, 2014; Barrow & Malamud, 2015), and those
rates of return may be greatest for individuals who come from the least
advantaged backgrounds (Brand & Xie, 2010). Scholars have also found
that a bachelor's degree is significantly and positively associated with
higher intergenerational mobility, compared to no degree (Hout, 1984;
Torche, 2011). Importantly, this work has found that for those who
achieve a bachelor's degree, the probability of their future economic
success does not depend on the socioeconomic standing of the family in
which they grew up (Torche, 2011). New work has confirmed the
finding that students growing up in low-income and high-income fa-
milies have similar earnings after attaining a bachelor's degree (Chetty,
Friedman, Saez, Turner, & Yagan, 2017). However, Chetty et al. (2017)
also found that the earnings parity between low-income and high-in-
come students post-bachelor's degree is conditional on the college that
students attend, many of which are not accessed by low-income stu-
dents. Thus, although a bachelor's degree can be powerful in terms of
improving economic outcomes, many disadvantaged students do not
access higher education or the kinds of higher educational institutions
that eliminate earnings inequalities.

2.2. What are CSAs?

CSAs represent one promising approach to promoting educational
attainment among disadvantaged students through support for financial
security and long-term planning. Universal lifelong asset development
accounts were first proposed by Sherraden (1991, 1988), whose ori-
ginal vision was that the accounts would begin at birth and be both
universal and progressive, with greater assistance for lower-income
individuals. In the United States, the policy conversation about uni-
versal CSAs developed with the introduction of state-administered tax-
exempt 529 savings plans in 1996 and the Saving for Education, En-
trepreneurship, and Downpayment (SEED) program implemented in
2003. Currently in the United States, CSAs are typically held in either
529 education savings plans or custodial savings accounts through
banks or credit unions. A 529 education savings plan is a tax-ad-
vantaged investment plan, administered by a state, where savings (up
to a predefined amount) can grow tax-free and qualified education
expense withdrawals remain tax free. Unlike a regular savings account,
529 accounts are typically invested in funds, like mutual funds, that
fluctuate with financial markets (Clancy, Sherraden, & Beverly, 2015).
Most 529s offer age-based investment options with varied risk-based
investments.

Structured CSA programs, like SEED, are differentiated from typical
(unstructured) college savings accounts or savings accounts in a child's
name by three identifying features (Prosperity Now, 2018). First, there
is an incentive structure to help encourage families to save and to grow
savings amounts. This incentive structure can take the form of matches
for each dollar saved, or an initial deposit when the account is opened,
for example. The second feature of CSAs is that they restrict how the
money in the account can be used. The savings must be explicitly de-
signated for post-secondary education or developing another allowable
asset (a business or buying a house). Finally, the incentive funds are
only allowed to pay for the allowable asset. Like other structured 529
accounts, the funds in MI-SEED were restricted in this way, however
account holders could make non-qualified withdrawals of the funds in
their accounts, possibly incurring tax penalties.

The 54 CSA programs running in 32 states and Washington D.C. at
the end of 2017 served 382,000 children (Markoff et al., 2018). Aside
from providing financial incentives and account structures, many CSA
programs also include financial education, materials, and activities for
students and families (Elliott, 2018). Though data is not available re-
garding the average age of CSA programs, many of the programs are

1 The rate of return of a college degree is typically calculated as average
annual earnings of a college graduate minus the cost of attendance and the
average annual earnings of a high school graduate. The average rate of return of

(footnote continued)
a college degree far outpaces other investments such as housing or bonds.
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new, with 10 CSA programs starting between 2016 and 2017 alone
(Prosperity Now, 2017, 2018). Given the “newness” of the field of CSAs,
long-term outcomes for participating children are generally unavailable
(Elliott & Harrington, 2016).

2.3. Connecting CSAs to child outcomes

2.3.1. Theory
Scholars have theorized the direct and indirect effects of assets on

child development in a variety of ways. Theoretically, assets affect child
well-being by protecting against economic shocks. Without a sufficient
cushion to buffer against a sudden income or asset loss, families might
be subjected to a series of negative events (Grinstein-Weiss, Shanks, &
Beverly, 2014). Those events, such as residential displacement, have
the potential to negatively impact child development. In addition, as-
sets directly impact the level of resource and time investment parents
can make in their children. Assets might also indirectly impact child
development by mediating family stress (Rothwell & Han, 2010;
Williams Shanks & Robinson, 2013). Without a solid buffer against
economic shocks, or with constant economic stress due to low savings,
familial contexts can deteriorate, and family stress levels may rise.
Thus, assets may directly buffer against the negative effects of economic
stress, such as marital conflict, low marital warmth, and low parental
nurturing (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2014).

Undoubtedly, family income impacts the resources available to
children, but scholars have theorized that wealth (i.e. assets) may be a
better indicator of the long-term investments parents make in their
children (Sherraden, 1991; Williams Shanks, 2007). For example, a
family might invest in activities for their children with greater fre-
quency if they live in a home that is paid for, if they do not have to
worry about paying off significant debts, or if they have investment
income on which they can rely. Parents with higher levels of wealth
might think differently about their children's futures than those without
wealth, as they may be able to view investments in their children from a
perspective oriented toward the future (Williams Shanks, 2007).

Importantly, assets have been theorized to change attitudes and
expectations that children have for themselves. This idea, that chil-
dren's educational expectations are shifted through the combination of
parental educational expectations and a child's connection to a future
college-going self, draws from both empirical evidence and Identity
Based Motivation (IBM) theory. Parental educational expectations can
be powerful predictors of the educational attainment of their children.
Expectations appear to be connected to the socioeconomic status and
savings behavior of parents. Evidence shows that socioeconomic cir-
cumstances of the family are indirectly related to children's academic
achievement, mediated by parental beliefs and expectations (Davis-
Kean, 2005; Elliott, 2009). Parents who save for higher education for
their children may be more likely to expect that their children attend
and complete post-secondary education (Elliott & Sherraden, 2013).
This combination of parental expectation and facilitation of savings
may trickle down to children's individual expectations and behaviors
around education. Children who have savings accounts and expect to
graduate with a bachelor's degree are more likely to attend college than
their peers who do not have these expectations (Elliott, Chowa, & Loke,
2011).

Additionally, children's expectations for themselves, or their iden-
tities, may change in reaction to the future possibilities offered to them
through parental asset holding or to their own asset accumulation. A
child whose parents save for their higher education in the present may
begin to be connect their current identity, actions, and choices to their
future self. This idea is a restatement of the main premise of IBM theory,
which posits that people use their various identities to motivate their
actions and to understand their experiences (Oyserman & Destin, 2010).
IBM theory predicts that assets and family resources are likely to impact
children's school-focused goals, such as educational expectations,
through three identity-based pathways. Children's school focused goals

become more focused on future educational attainment: (1) when
school feels relevant and congruent with a child's social identity, (2)
when a child feels able to accomplish relevant behavioral tasks (like
studying), and (3) when a child can interpret difficulty in a productive/
important way (Destin & Oyserman, 2009; Oyserman, 2013, 2015).
When a parent saves for a child's post-secondary education, the message
to the child may be that “students like them” can and do attend college.
This message from parents may translate to a sense that college-going is
congruent with a child's identity. In general, identity-congruent beha-
viors are preferred to identity-incongruent behaviors (Oyserman &
Destin, 2010). Thus, if a parent encourages college-going as an identity-
congruent behavior, assuming that people tend to act in identity-con-
gruent ways, a child may be more likely to attend college as a way to
enact choices congruent their identity.

2.3.2. CSAs and child outcomes
There is a growing body of work finding that assets have an in-

dependent, positive effect on children, particularly the educational
outcomes of children (see reviews by Elliott & Sherraden, 2013;
Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2014), but perhaps the most relevant and com-
pelling evidence of an “asset effect” comes from a randomized control
trial of a statewide CSA program, SEED OK. Through random selection
of the birth records of all infants born in Oklahoma in 2007 and then
random assignment of those children to treatment or control groups,
the SEED OK experiment aimed to rigorously test the effect of CSAs on
children and families. Treatment group children had a 529 college
savings account automatically opened in their name with an initial
deposit of $1000 (Beverly, Clancy, Huang, & Sherraden, 2015). Low-
income children assigned to the CSA program were eligible to receive
additional matches for each dollar saved, for a limited period of time
(Marks, Engelhardt, Rhodes, & Wallace, 2014). Subsequent analysis of
the program found that children who were in the treatment group
scored significantly higher on a measure of social–emotional develop-
ment compared to children in the treatment group, and importantly,
that these effects were significantly higher for low-income children
(Huang, Sherraden, Kim, & Clancy, 2014). Additionally, the SEED OK
treatment has been shown to be related to lower maternal depressive
symptoms and to eliminate the social–emotional score gap between
children living in unmarried mother households and married mother
households (Huang et al., 2017; Huang, Sherraden, & Purnell, 2014).

The exact mechanisms of the effect CSAs on child outcomes is em-
pirically unclear. Active saving in the account may be tied to a sense of
future orientation and cognition related to planning for children;
however, some research points to the conclusion that CSA holding in
and of itself, regardless of the amount saved, may matter to child out-
comes. By simply having an account in their own name, a child ex-
periences greater educational expectations and attainment (Elliott &
Beverly, 2011). Additionally, in a longitudinal cluster-randomized ex-
periment of CSAs in Uganda, Karimli and Ssewamala (2015) found that
participation in a CSA program positively impacted adolescent psy-
chosocial outcomes (reduced hopelessness, enhanced self-concept, and
improved confidence about educational plans), regardless of the pro-
gram's impact on reported savings.

2.4. Current study

Though prior research has shown positive impacts of CSAs on par-
ental educational expectations, child socio-emotional development, and
maternal mental health (Huang et al., 2017; Huang, Sherraden, Kim, &
Clancy, 2014; Rauscher et al., 2017), these studies, and others like
them, are limited to examining the effect of CSAs only a few short years
after families have enrolled in a program. For example, the oldest child
participants in the SEED OK experiment are currently around 12 years
old. Data on long-term program impacts don't yet exist, and questions
regarding participants' long-term perceptions of programs remain un-
answered (Elliott & Harrington, 2016). In addition, SEED OK is a “low
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touch” intervention, being an opt-out program with all outreach from
the program to participants occurring through the mail (Beverly et al.,
2015). Other CSA programs are “higher” touch, with full-time staff
devoted to case management and offering financial education classes
and other services to parents who opted into the program. There is
substantial variation among current CSA programs in terms of program
outreach and method of enrollment (opt-in or opt-out; Markoff et al.,
2018). In light of these lingering questions, this paper examines how
child and parent participants in a “higher” touch CSA were impacted by
the program nearly ten years after it began and just prior to the tran-
sition to adulthood.

3. Research design

3.1. The Michigan SEED (MI-SEED) intervention

The Michigan SEED (MI-SEED) program took place at a local com-
munity action agency targeting low-income families with a child en-
rolled in agency-affiliated Head Start programs in fall 2004 or fall 2005.
The MI-SEED program was designed as a quasi-experiment, with seven
“treatment” Head Start centers selected and seven matched “control”
Head Start centers selected for inclusion in the study. These Head Start
centers were matched according to poverty rates, racial/ethnic com-
position, and other relevant demographic characteristics. Families with
children enrolled at treatment Head Start centers were encouraged to
enroll in the SEED program, while families with children enrolled at
control centers were not eligible for the program.

The MI-SEED2 program elements consisted of a Michigan 529 edu-
cation savings plan account (administered by the Michigan Education
Savings Program and managed by TIAA-CREF, now TIAA), financial
education, and staff support. MI-SEED provided an initial grant of $800
to open the child's account. A $200 state matching grant was offered to
qualified residents from the state of Michigan (i.e., resident households
with income less than $80,000). Additional deposits into the account
(from parents or other individuals) were matched 1:1 by the SEED
program (up to a maximum of $1200) through December of 2008.
Thus, the total amount of incentivized funds a family could have in its
account was $2200, which would lead to maximum of $3400 including
family deposits.

Our study was part of a multistage, multi-method follow-up of the
MI-SEED participants. At the start of MI-SEED, a baseline survey of
parents at the 14 Head Start centers was conducted by RTI International
in the fall of 2004 (n=790). Of the 790 parent respondents, 381 had
focal children enrolled at treatment Head Start centers, and 409 had
children at control centers. Not all parents enrolled at treatment centers
chose to open accounts; 62% decided to enroll and 38% did not enroll,
leaving 235 treatment site parents with accounts and 146 treatment site
parents without accounts. Parents who opened accounts were eligible to
receive a match for any of their children enrolled in treatment Head
Start centers. Several parents took advantage of this option and enrolled
multiple children.

Although the Head Start Director was engaged from the beginning
of the MI-SEED program and it was hoped that programming would be
done primarily by Head Start teachers, they were typically over-
burdened with other responsibilities (particularly considering the time
intensive tasks of getting consent forms signed and enrolling parents in
the CSA program). In the end, SEED program staff was hired and as-
signed to each Center. These SEED coordinators built relationships with
parents and Head Start staff, conducted home visits, generated quar-
terly newsletters, sent reminders, connected parents to other commu-
nity resources, and led financial education sessions. Head Start staff was
kept informed via annual staff meetings and most were supportive of

MI-SEED, but the SEED coordinators became the face of the program.
Relationships with the coordinators were maintained even as partici-
pants left Head Start to enter primary school.

A Wave 2 survey was conducted by RTI in 2008 with the original
baseline respondents, and 696 of the 790 in the original sample re-
sponded. Parallel to the survey data collection, quarterly account
monitoring data were collected by the Center for Social Development
from fall 2004 through winter 2008.

MI-SEED was the first large-scale study of the impacts of savings
accounts for young children. It had a smaller sample size than SEED OK,
yet still yielded a significant “asset effect” when the program was
evaluated in 2008. MI-SEED account-holding parents scored sig-
nificantly higher on two attitudinal measures, including measures of
parental satisfaction and a measure of the importance that parents at-
tach to higher education, compared to those who did not have accounts
(Marks, Rhodes, Engelhardt, Scheffler, & Wallace, 2009).

3.2. Recruitment of qualitative follow-up sample

By 2013, the last communication that SEED researchers had with
most of the intervention sample was in 2008.3 After the worst economic
recession since the Great Depression (2007–2009), we began recruit-
ment efforts for our follow-up study using the last known addresses of
the respondents. A total of three mailings were sent out to recruit
subjects to participate in the qualitative study. The first mailing was
sent out to participants of the SEED Wave 2 survey in March of 2013.
We then retrieved accurate mailing addresses for non-respondents by
matching their last known address to a current address through Lex-
isNexis. We sent two more recruitment mailings in 2014. From these
three mailings and subsequent recruitment efforts, we yielded a final
sample of 50 parents interested in participating in a semi-structured
interview. Because one of our goals was to ask in general about how
families with children close to graduating high school communicated
about college and saving for college, we recruited participants from
both the original treatment and control groups. As a consequence, 32
parents we recruited were from the treatment group and 18 were from
the control group. When possible, we interviewed children of these 50
parents, as well, with a total of 29 youth interviewed from 25 families
(24 with accounts from the treatment group, two without accounts from
the treatment group, and three from the control group). In total, in the
larger study, we interviewed 79 people, 50 adults and 29 children. All
treatment group youth interviewed had SEED accounts in their name.
Additionally, in collaboration with the Michigan Education Savings
Program, we obtained aggregate data on all MI-SEED 529 accounts
from TIAA in December 2015.4

4. Methodology

The study was approved by the Health Sciences and Behavioral
Sciences Institutional Review Board (IRB-HSBS) at the University of
Michigan. Written informed consent was obtained for all participants
and data confidentiality was maintained through secured servers, re-
stricted access, and encryption. In order to protect the identities of
study participants pseudonyms were used for all participants and
identifying details were omitted in any publicly presented materials.

We employed a qualitatively driven complex mixed methods design
for this study (Morse, 2017; Morse & Cheek, 2014). In other words, this
was a qualitative project at its core, complemented by a small addi-
tional quantitative follow-up survey and the 2015 account monitoring

2 For detailed information about the original MI-SEED intervention and eva-
luation design see (Marks et al., 2009) and (Marks & Rhodes, 2009).

3 One member of the MI-SEED program staff remained employed at the
community action agency and communicated with some parents between 2008
and 2013.

4 We were not able to obtain specific information on all withdrawals and
deposits for each account.
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data. Over 10 years after the MI-SEED impact study began, we sat down
with participants to explore the following research questions: How do
families communicate about college and saving for college? Do families
with accounts use and communicate about the SEED account? Does that
communication (or lack thereof) relate to how children perceive their
future selves or their educational attainment?

This study drew on two broad theoretical frameworks: The Asset
Based Theory of Social Welfare (Sherraden, 1991) and the previously
mentioned IBM theory (Oyserman, 2015). In his 1991 book Assets and
the Poor, Michael Sherraden theorized that ownership of assets is in-
tegral to long-term social development. The central idea of the theory is
that the ownership of assets leads to at least nine positive effects, in-
cluding (1) household stability, (2) an orientation toward the future, (3)
development of other assets, (4) focus and specialization, (5) risk
taking, (6) personal efficacy, (7) social influence, (8) political partici-
pation, and (9) the welfare of future generations. These concepts, as
well as the central concepts from IBM theory, guided our inquiry. In our
interviews, we used three different semi-structured interview guides for
account-holders, non-account-holders, and children. The interview
guides touched on topics relevant to IBM, including personal concepts,
narratives, frames, and sequences of events. The guides also asked
about outcomes relevant to the Asset Based Theory of Social Welfare
including future orientation, personal efficacy, and savings behavior.

Though in the larger study we interviewed 50 households, we lim-
ited our sample in this study to the 25 families where we interviewed a
parent and at least one child.5 Five of these 25 parent/child dyads did
not have any type of dedicated child savings accounts, and 20 had MI-
SEED 529 education savings plan accounts. In our interviews, we used
different semi-structured interview guides for account-holders, non-
account-holders, and children. Interviews ranged from 20min to 2 h.
The modal parent interview lasted approximately one hour and the
modal child interview lasted approximately 30min. Interviews were
recorded and transcribed verbatim. In addition to the semi-structured
interview, we also gave parents a short survey. Data from this survey
were then merged into our qualitative database, yielding a database
that contained both quantitative and qualitative data. This database
was compared to point-in-time account monitoring data from the Mi-
chigan Education Savings Program managed by TIAA in December
2015.

4.1. Analysis

We began with an in-depth analysis of the qualitative data. In the
first phase of the thematic analysis, codes stemming from the theore-
tical frameworks cited above were applied deductively to the narrative
information detailed in interviews. Parent transcripts (n=50) were
coded by a team of four researchers in the first round of coding. Further
disagreements in codes were adjudicated through discussion as a team.
Youth transcripts (n=29) were then coded by a team of two re-
searchers. The pooled Kappa from two randomly selected transcripts
coded by randomly selected coders was 0.819. In the second round of
coding, a single researcher verified all excerpts and re-coded excerpts
when necessary.

In the second phase of the analysis, we narrowed our sample to the
25 parent–child dyads and analyzed each youth interview in conjunc-
tion with the respective parent interview. From this analysis phase,
vignettes were created for each family by two researchers. The family
vignettes integrated quantitative data from the baseline and Wave 2
surveys conducted in 2004 and 2008, as well as the follow-up survey
conducted in 2015. We also integrated account monitoring data from
2015 into the family vignettes when appropriate. The vignettes were
used as a data generation method drawing from these multiple data

sources and the complex narrative information gathered from the semi-
structured interviews. They allowed us to generate broad family-level
themes by triangulating the quantitative data with the stories, in-
formation, and contextual data from the interviews with parents and
the interviews with their children. Meaning, rather than being the result
of a straightforward deductive coding approach, the three major themes
discussed in this paper were derived from primarily qualitative evi-
dence that was then integrated in a convergent manner with quanti-
tative information. The final themes presented here were generated by
a single researcher, who verbally reflected on and processed themes
with multiple other researchers. This peer debriefing, along with the
triangulation of data within and across families, was aimed at in-
creasing the credibility, transferability, dependability/auditability, and
confirmability of the findings (Shenton, 2004).

5. Results & discussion

Table 1 details the demographic characteristics of the households
and children interviewed at the time of their respective interviews in
2014 or 2015. The mean age of the parent interviewees was 42 years,
and 92% of those interviewed were female. The average grade level of
the focal child at the qualitative follow-up was approximately grade 9
(8.71). The final household sample was 16% White, 68% Black, and
16% Hispanic/Other race/ethnicity. More than half (60%) of our fa-
milies reported incomes below $25,000 a year. Nearly half (40%) of the
children interviewed were recorded as having a physical, emotional, or
learning disability by their parents at the time of the interview.

A main finding of our study was that the majority of families did not
withdraw money from their 529 education savings plan accounts.
Because we had identifying information for all SEED participants who
completed the baseline survey, we merged the 2015 account mon-
itoring data for families that were part of the treatment group that
enrolled in the SEED program to previous 529 account data, as well as
survey data. We were able to merge the 2015 data to the past data
sources for most of the prior participants (96%, or 225 of the 235
possible). Thus, for the 225 accounts that were matched, we were able
to compare their 2015 balances to their 2008 values (see Author, 2018
for more information). We found that 91.1% of the sample (n=205)
gained money in their accounts from 2008 to 2015. Over the same time
period, the mean account balance increased by $553 and the median
balance increased by $206. We also found that 9.8% (n=20) of the
sample lost money in their accounts, presumably from withdrawals that
exceeded interest. Mean loss among these types of accounts was $1026
and median loss was $850. Three of the 20 account-holding families we
interviewed for this study (from the larger sample of 225 account
holding prior participants) lost money in their accounts. During our
interviews, the families who lost money from their accounts cited se-
vere economic stress as a cause of their withdrawals. Families who did
not withdraw money from the accounts viewed the savings as being
restricted or identified that they had forgotten about the accounts.

5.1. Communication matters

Resulting from an analysis of the family vignettes, three major
themes were developed concerning family dynamics around educa-
tional savings and youth educational expectations. First, we found that
the families who had accounts and had communicated to their children
about the accounts (communicators) were markedly different in terms
of expressing their educational expectations compared to the families
who had not communicated to their kids about the accounts (non-
communicators). The qualitative evidence we examined led us to de-
velop a typology of families' communication. Of the 20 families we
interviewed who had SEED accounts, nine had not told their children
about the account (non-communicators), and 11 had communicated
with their child about the account (communicators). None of the fa-
milies we interviewed without SEED accounts (n=5) had any other

5 We interviewed multiple children in three of the 25 families. These are
noted in Table 1 in the following section.
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type of child savings or college accounts. In fact, non-communicators'
understanding of the college process was similar to non-account-
holding families' understanding. Families with accounts who commu-
nicated to their child about the account were likely to discuss concrete
aspects of higher education attendance, such as tuition cost, moving
costs, majors, the application process, etc.

We found that having dedicated child savings accounts was im-
portant to families, but communicating to the child about the account
made a real difference in terms of the specificity of a given child's plans
for his or her future. This theme, that communication matters, was
threaded through our conversations with account-holding parents and
children. Parents may have had ideas about what the accounts could do
for their child that they shared with us, but unless they communicated
these thoughts and ideas to their children, their children's responses to
college aspiration questions and college funding questions were es-
sentially the same as the children without SEED accounts.

As shown in Table 2, these conversations may have been related to
the higher education expectations reported by children in the com-
municator families. Kids who knew about the accounts could be more
precise about their future educational plans and more detailed in their
description of funding decisions related to post-secondary education.
This precision and detail formed a key difference between the families
the communicated about the accounts and those that did not. After
identifying this thematic typology of communication, we compared
youth's self-identified educational expectations by group. We found that
communicators had an overall higher self-reported education expecta-
tion (16.4 years), compared to the non-communicators (14.1 years) and
non-account-holders (15.0 years). In other words, communicators ex-
pected to graduate from a four-year undergraduate institution, while
the non-communicators and non-account-holders groups expected some
college attendance or an associate's degree.

As shown in the exemplary quotes detailed in Table 2, the youth
from communicating families typically discussed the specific costs

associated with college attendance. In our analysis, we found that
parents who had talked to their kids about the SEED accounts also ty-
pically had conversations about what the accounts could realistically
purchase. In these conversations, parents with lower account amounts
identified that the accounts would be helpful in terms of paying for
smaller expenses, like books. Tamika's son Jacob understood that the
account could not pay for everything but would be helpful nonetheless.
When asked if he thought the SEED savings would help, he replied, “it
might be … just to cover up extras, costs like books or whatever.”
Shawn had been preparing his son John to attend college for years,
making “sure that the education [was] there” by seeking and obtaining
a private high school scholarship. As part of preparing John for college,
Shawn had discussed the SEED account with him. John, in a separate
interview, told us, “I think [the account will] help a lot” in covering
basic things that might not be covered by loans or scholarships. Parents,
like Shawn, who had talked to their children about the accounts, often
also talked to their children about the total cost of attendance. These
conversations likely meant that families had often discussed the con-
crete aspects of attendance early in a child's high school career. In some
cases, parents like Olivia's mom encouraged their kids to seek options
that would save money, like starting out at a community college, or
going somewhere close to home to save money on housing.

In contrast, the majority of the children in the nine non-commu-
nicating families expressed vague ideas about college attendance. The
children from these families expected, on average, to attain 14.1 years
of education, roughly translating to an associate's degree or some col-
lege. Elena's son Daniel said he expected to, “graduate and go to col-
lege, maybe, not for a long time, but maybe a year or two.” Viera's
daughter Julia said, “I'll probably just go and finish high school.
Probably go direct—a little bit of college.” Rashawn's daughter
Savannah said she had no idea how much education she wanted or
expected to attain. Similarly, when asked if she would graduate high
school, Savannah said, “hopefully I will.” Eric's daughter Hailey gave a

Table 1
Descriptive characteristics of the children interviewed and their households, 2014–2015.

Parent's
namea

Child's
namea

Estimated HS
grad date

Child race/
ethnicity

CChild
disabled

Interviewed parent
employed

Total household
income

Parent marital
status

Communicators April Zach 2018 Hisp./Oth. Yes Yes 50,000–74,999 Married
Cecilia Marcela 2018 Hisp./Oth. No Yes 30,000–34,999 Married
Donna Kevin 2018 Black No Yes 40,000–49,999 Never married
Julie Tyler 2017 White No Yes 15,000–19,999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Maryb Jonathan 2019 Hisp./Oth. Yes Yes 20,000–24,999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Maryb Justin 2017 Hisp./Oth. Yes Yes 20,000–24,999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Maryb Kaitlyn 2018 Hisp./Oth. Yes Yes 20,000–24,999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Patricia Alex 2018 White No Yes 50,000–74,999 Never married
Raven Jasmine 2018 Black No Yes 20,000–24,999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Shauna David 2018 Black No No 25,000–29,999 Married
Shawn John 2018 Black No No 50,000–74,999 Married
Tamikab Eli 2019 Black No Yes 20,000–24,999 Married
Tamikab Jacob 2017 Black No Yes 20,000–24,999 Married
Tashina Olivia 2018 Black No No 20,000–24,999 Married

Non-communicators Abigail Anthony 2018 Black Yes No 5000–9999 Never married
Carrie Michael 2018 White Yes Yes 10,000–14,999 Married
Dawn Joshua 2018 White No Yes 15,000–19,999 Married
Elena Daniel 2018 Hisp./Oth. Yes No 5000–9999 Married
Eric Hailey 2017 White Yes Yes 5000–9999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Kimberly Taylor 2018 White Yes No 5000–9999 Never married
Maria Martin 2017 Black Yes No 35,000–39,999 Married
Rashawnb Savannah 2017 Black No Yes 35,000–39,999 Never married
Rashawnb Sydney 2017 Black No Yes 35,000–39,999 Never married
Viera Julia 2018 Hisp./Oth. Yes Yes < 5000 Never married

Non-account holders Angelina Natalie 2017 Black No No 20,000–24,999 Never married
Cassandra Noah 2018 Black Yes Yes 5000–9999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Keisha Dylan 2018 Black No Yes 5000–9999 Never married
Stephanie Destiny 2018 Black No Yes 30,000–34,999 Div./Sep/Wid.
Tisha James 2017 Black No Yes 50,000–74,999 Married

a To protect participant anonymity, all names are pseudonyms.
b These parents appear more than once because we interviewed multiple children in one family.
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little more detail but remained vague on whether or not she actually
saw herself graduating college (see Table 2).

None of the five non-account-holding families we interviewed had
saved for their children's college education, nor had they saved in any
dedicated accounts for their children. The children from these families
expected, on average, to attain 15 years of schooling, which is just
above an associate's degree. We were struck by how similarly the
children from the non-account-holding and the children from the non-
communicating groups talked about college attendance.

In our interpretation, these interviews showed that communication
does seem to play an important and meaningful role in helping children
and parents think concretely about future educational attainment. This
concrete envisioning or framing may be evidence of the formation of
college-going identities, which may possibly translate to greater edu-
cational attainment. We theorize that these children, with more de-
tailed educational plans and more precise understandings of educa-
tional expenses, may be better prepared for getting into, attending,
completing, and funding college.

5.2. Tensions between college aspirations and concrete steps to get there

Second, we often noted tensions between college aspirations and
concrete steps needed to get there. Many parents reported high edu-
cational aspirations for their children, and many children reported high
educational aspirations for themselves. However, parents, facing mul-
tiple barriers, were often under-informed about the multiple educa-
tional options available to their children, as well as the academic re-
quirements for a traditional undergraduate institution. In addition,
when asked how they might pay for college, the majority of parents
reported that they expected their children to get scholarships. Some
parents appeared to have an unclear understanding of the competitive
nature of the scholarships and the concrete steps needed to be taken by
their children in high school to attain post-secondary educational sup-
port.

Many parents we interviewed wanted to see their children achieve
high levels of education, but often those same parents spoke in vague
terms when it came to the concrete steps that it would take to get their
kids there. When asked how much education she expected her daughter
to attain, Tina said she saw her daughter Ashley not just attending
college but graduating from college. Ashley, age 14, had recently
switched from regular school to a virtual academy (i.e., an online
homeschooling curriculum). Tina said that the school Ashley was going
to before the switch was unsafe and that she wanted better for her
daughter. However, Tina also lamented that Ashley had not been im-
proving her grades: “She is scoring low, so they're constantly resetting

the programs for her because she's scoring low and they … like what's
going on?” When we arrived to conduct the interview, it was about
10 am on a weekday, and Ashley was not awake yet. When we asked
Tina if and how she talked to her daughter about going to college, she
said:

I tell her that my mom went to college. My mom finished high
school when she was 16 […] I say you can do it. I mean she's living
proof. I say you can do it and sometimes I tell her well, I'm gonna go
back. I am, and then I sit here and say I'm still making excuses cuz I
keep saying I'm gonna go back instead of saying I'm going back right
now, so I think if she sees me—if they see me trying, then I think
that'll help them boost their confidence a little better. If I tried, then
they'll try. Somebody will have to set an example. Yeah.

Like Tina and many others from families with and without accounts,
we heard parents' tensions between wanting their child to excel in
school, even changing schools or the school environment to make that
happen, but then not being able to take the additional concrete steps to
ready their child for college. Concrete steps included saving for college,
encouraging positive study habits and challenging academics, com-
municating with teachers and ensuring grade improvement, seeking out
information about admissions requirements or deadlines, and commu-
nicating actively to their children about future educational opportu-
nities. Tina's statements indicated regret at not setting a better example
for her daughter, though her barriers to this—working full time at
minimum-wage jobs without a high school degree—were substantial.

Tisha, another mother we spoke to, had just bought a house with her
husband and moved their three kids into a much better school district
compared to the one they were in previously. We spoke to Tisha and her
son James in July, after he had just finished his freshman year at the
new high school. His grades had dropped precipitously in the previous
year, so much so that he—a talented athlete—was barred from playing
basketball in the winter. Though Tisha had a plan for checking the
“online portal” to see if he was keeping up on his homework in the fall,
James did not articulate a detailed plan for changing his academic
outcomes. James seemed committed to working hard sophomore year,
insofar as it would allow him to continue to play sports:

[…] If I don't take the school more seriously, then I think that I will
lose the passion for it, for football, because it really didn't happen
with me in basketball, but it just really made me—it made me not
really wanna go to school anymore. Because I just lost it.
Emotionally, I just—I lost it, so— if I know that I—if I don't get it
together in school, then I think I'm gonna lose the passion for
[football].

Table 2
Qualitative and quantitative measures of the impact of communication on expectations.

Communicators Non-communicators Non-account holders

n=11 n=9 n=5

Youth's self-reported
educational expectations
(in years)

16.4 14.1 15.0

The Impact of Communication
on Expectations

I think [the account is] great, it's going to help
me for college and pay for books and things
like that when I head off. And my first year, my
mom told me I shouldn't go away. I should go
to a [community college], so in a year I could
prepare myself to go away for second year.
(Olivia, 15)

I know I'm going on to college, but I'm not sure
how long I wanna do school, cuz I don't really
like school that much. But I like being there
with friends, so I don't know what I'm doing.
(Hailey, 15)

I wanna go to college to see if they have an
art institute, so I can get better in drawing
and stuff. I'm very good with sketchin’, so
that's what I wanna start off with.
Eventually work up to something better. I
expect if I don't get into college, I'll finish
high school. (Dylan, 16)

My mom was showing me how like realistic
prices they're going to be and stuff like that.
She just showed me like a few pictures of the
campuses and everything like…the colleges…
and how you have to actually work hard for it.
(Marcela, 16)

Daniel, 16, said he expected to: “Graduate and
go to college, maybe, not for a long time, but
maybe a year or two.”
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Though his mom identified that the move to the new school district was
intended to open doors for her kids, it also created new challenges in
terms of her son's education, “[The new high school] was kinda like a
culture shock to them because their learning pace—well, the way they
teach is a faster paced than what they teach [at previous school]. It was
so much more advanced ...” James echoed with the new challenges he
faced:

On the first day of school, I really had—I really got to see how it was
at high school as far as the people and the schoolwork, and then they
hit me on the first day with all this work. I was like, “Wow,” and
then, ever since from then—ever since that school year, I procras-
tinated a lot. Said I was gonna do it. I didn't do it. I did that instead
of doin’ my homework, stuff like that.

Without a SEED account, Tisha had not saved for James's college
otherwise. James said that he felt “it'll be really hard” to pay for college
without a scholarship. However, he offered, “I'm extremely confident
that I'll get a scholarship and go to college for free.”

Many parents and children, both in the control and treatment
groups, also stated that they felt they would be able to pay for college
through scholarships. However, only one family we spoke to (Cecilia
and Marcela) talked about the connection between academic perfor-
mance and scholarship receipt. It is possible that families were
knowledgeable about the competition for college scholarships and just
did not mention it to us. It is also possible that they considered the Pell
Grant as a kind of scholarship. Indeed, many of the children in our
sample would qualify for Pell Grants if they applied. Still, it is telling
that none of the families we spoke to talked about the concrete steps in
applying for scholarships, admissions requirements at higher education
institutions, or steps in the process of applying to higher educational
institutions, particularly because they were only a few short years away
from graduating high school.

We also spoke to a few families whose children were not doing well
in school due to behavioral or peer concerns. Very few of the families
had any concrete things to say about how these negative behaviors,
often resulting in suspensions or expulsions, might impact their chil-
dren's academic outcomes. We often heard vague statements that their
children needed to stop hanging out with the “bad kids” or “get it to-
gether.”

Rashawn spoke to us about her two middle daughters, Sydney and
Savannah, both SEED account-holders. A mother at age 14, Rashawn
had gone back to school as an adult and obtained some college credits
and a certificate. After extensive planning, she had recently moved her
four daughters and granddaughter from a rough neighborhood and bad
school district to a nicer house in a safer area of the city. However, her
two middle daughters were not enjoying the transition to the new
school. Rashawn explained Sydney's recent decline in school:

She's brought home 4 .0s before and when they take the standar-
dized test, she's always in the top percentile. Then as she's starting to
get older, she's been getting into trouble so she's been kicked out of
school several times. Her behavior is causing her to not be in school
that she wants to.

When asked if she thought Sydney would go to college, Rashawn
said, “I do. I think she'll get it together.” But when asked what she says
when she talks to Sydney about college, she repeated, “Just that she
need to get it together.” Keisha, mother of Dylan, echoed similar non-
specific concerns about her son's negative peer influences and less-than-
optimal behavior, stating, “He has to get on track, he has to. Like I told
him, I don't wanna see him in jail, prion, or under the soil.” The task of
preparing kids to attend college and supporting them in the application
process may be too challenging for some of the parents in our sample
without additional supports. Most of these parents were already
working hard to get their kids into safer schools, buy homes, upgrade
their own educations, or simply make ends meet.

5.3. The limits of CSAs: substantial barriers to secondary education for
families

Third, the limits of CSAs or college savings in general was another
theme that threaded through our conversations with account-holding
and non-account-holding families. Many families stressed to us the
multiple substantial barriers to post-secondary educational attainment
that they faced. These barriers are part of the complex context sur-
rounding low income families targeted by mobility-enhancing inter-
ventions like MI-SEED.

5.3.1. Extreme and severe economic hardships post-recession
Though some families' economic situations had improved since they

enrolled in Head Start, most of the families we interviewed were still
struggling with the aftermath of the Great Recession. Some had suffered
housing losses and destroyed credit stemming from the subprime
mortgage crisis; others had lost good jobs and had only been able to
replace them with non-standard employment; and some had attempted
to “upskill” with education, only to be saddled with major student loan
debts in a weakly recovered job market.

The economic difficulties faced by the families with whom we spoke
were compounded by the geographical context of suburbia. Families
were thus not only living in personally difficult economic situations but
were embedded in an environment with limited access to transporta-
tion, social services, subsidized housing, or food pantries. The growth in
suburban poverty has created what Scott Allard (2017) calls, “places in
need” that are disconnected from traditional safety nets. These hard-
ships have formed a context of disadvantage that, in our interpretation,
illustrates the constraints facing CSAs in promoting a measurably long-
term solution to the multidimensional challenge of economic im-
mobility.

These challenges are illustrated by Shawn and his family, who lived
at the end of a quiet suburban street in a house that they owned. Shawn
had been on disability for the past seven years, and his wife, while
managing a fast-food restaurant, was suffering the effects of Multiple
Sclerosis. Shawn and his wife were trying to “keep the dream alive” to
open up a small business but were having trouble obtaining the permits
they needed. In Shawn's estimation, they had lost a substantial amount
of money trying to keep this dream alive, spending down their savings
and retirement accounts significantly in the process. Shawn stated:

For the last couple years since we haven't been able to save.
Actually, things have been going the opposite way. We've been
spending more than we've been saving. We didn't never really have
[savings] other than that seed account, which we probably haven't
contributed to that since maybe 2007 maybe or so.

Shawn and his wife had done everything they could to try to secure
an income stream that could be maintained into the future. They had
raised their children to value education, trying to save where possible,
but had not been able to save beyond the initial amounts they had
stored in the SEED account when their son John was young.

Similarly, Michelle and her husband reported that they brought in
less than $10,000 per year. With two kids and only one income,
Michelle said, “[We] just don't have enough money to keep up with the
things that we have to have. The expense is high, so you think you get
ahead, and then something needs to be taken care of.” Her son Andrew
was doing well in high school, getting As and Bs. Michelle articulated
high hopes for Andrew to attend college, despite having limited savings
in their SEED account and no other savings. Many families we spoke to
suffered the effects of persistent, complex, multidimensional economic
deprivation, and, like Michelle and Shawn, saving independently for
their children's future was simply infeasible.

5.3.2. The child's negative school and peer environment
Many of the families we spoke to were disappointed at best and

distraught at worst by the kinds of schools that their children were
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attending. Indeed, the State of Michigan identified in its “scorecard”
school rating system that many of the schools our participants attended
met< 50% of the proficiency targets set out by the state. The children
explained the realities of attending these subpar schools, speaking to us
at length about the challenges in their school environment. The ma-
jority of the kids and parents we interviewed identified that they did
not like their schools. They listed many concerns. Some were concerned
that the schools were under-resourced (“they broke” Cassandra's son,
Noah, said), while others were concerned that the teachers did not seem
to be invested in their children's success.

The main concern we heard from parents and their children was
simply that the schools were not safe. Tashina's daughter Olivia ex-
plained, “there's plenty of fights every day nonstop, all day.” Olivia said
she kept herself safe through “self defense.” Predictably, these difficult
school environments limited learning opportunities. Raven's daughter
Jasmine was academically minded and said she expected to go on to get
a four-year degree. But she was frustrated by her current school en-
vironment and its impact on her learning opportunities. She lamented:

It makes me really mad because, guess what? We didn't learn ev-
erything we were supposed to learn that day, and then next thing
you know we got homework on it. Then you don't know what to do.

The negative school environment also translated into negative peer
influences. Keisha's son Dylan explained how he limits his friend group
to stay out of trouble: “I know they're doing bad stuff, so [being around
lots of people] gonna eventually make me wanna do the bad stuff that
they doing.”

A few of our families had moved in order to access better school
districts. Kids who had moved out of struggling school districts into
better schools sometimes spontaneously and reflectively compared the
schools. Tisha's son James reflected:

I look at a school like [previously attended high school in struggling
neighborhood], and then I look at [current high school], and at [old
school…] their school isn't as advanced as mine or as my school that
I go to. I think the teachers at [old school], I think they care about
their students, but they don't care as much as [new school]. To tutor
you and to really stay after class with you and push you—but I don't
think everyone has the same opportunities.

5.3.3. Adjusting to the special needs of children
Of the 29 youth we interviewed, 11 (37.9%) had been identified by

their parents as having a disability or learning impairment. The pro-
portion of children identified with learning or physical disabilities in
our sample is substantially higher than estimated national averages;
37.9% in our sample were identified by their parents as disabled
compared to 7.9% in the population of U.S. children (Houtrow, Larson,
Olson, Newacheck, & Halfon, 2014) and 12.9% of children ages 3–21
enrolled in public schools (U.S. Department of Education, National
Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Demographic factors largely
explain the high prevalence of childhood disability in our sample.
Studies examining the general population prevalence of childhood
disability have found that disability rates are higher in poor, non-white,
lower-educated, single-parent households and that these rates are
highest for children born after 2000 (Houtrow et al., 2014; Van Cleave,
Gortmaker, & Perrin, 2010). Our parents qualified for Head Start in
2003/2004, and the majority of them were young, single parents living
below the poverty line. Our qualitative interview sample was 68%
African-American, compared to about 14% in the general population, as
well. Additionally, children qualify for Head Start services through
various means, including identification of developmental disabilities.
Therefore, it is not surprising that our sample contained many children
with learning or physical disabilities.

The fact that we interviewed so many young men and women
dealing with learning and physical challenges did influence the data we
collected. First, sometimes communication difficulties impacted the

interview flow. Second, we could not always ensure that the meaning or
intent of our questions was understood by the children we interviewed
in general, and in particular by those with developmental delays or
learning disabilities (though it should be noted that this kind of com-
munication difficulty exists at some level in any interview). Third, we
suspect that some of the low educational expectations parents had for
their children were related to the high prevalence of disabilities in our
sample. We did not ask direct questions about this to the parents we
interviewed, but there were many parents who noted that their chil-
dren's challenges would limit the level of education their children
would obtain and the types of educational environments in which they
envisioned their children being successful. For example, Maria's
adopted son Martin was born with slight physical and mental dis-
abilities. Maria said, “Well, I don't think he's—gonna go to college be-
cause of his defect about being slow a little bit, but he's definitely gonna
take a trade.” Many of the parents whose children had special needs
were more focused on ensuring that they made it through high school.
When we interviewed Lisa, whose son Zach had multiple mental health
and learning challenges, she simply stated, “I hope that he can complete
high school.”

6. Conclusions

Taken as a whole, our results underscore what has been asserted
elsewhere: it is important to provide the CSA intervention and to start
conversations about college savings with parents early. We extend this
assertion by showing that, among our sample, communicating about
the account seemed to be connected to children's educational ex-
pectations through the specificity of their narratives about their future
plans. Though prior work has shown a connection between CSAs (and
family assets more broadly) and educational expectations, our findings
are novel because we were able to interview both parents and children
about their educational expectations as the child entered high
school—a decisive point in the child's life course.

We found that the vast majority of SEED account holding families
maintained their deposits, and, among our interview sample, only three
families withdrew funds. For low-income families that are struggling to
pay basic expenses, any kind of saving is hard. Multiple barriers exist
for families in terms of creating and maintaining savings. However, the
account-holding families appeared to value the initial MI-SEED deposits
made for their children and typically did not withdraw these funds,
even during historically dire economic conditions. In fact, 91.1% of the
sample gained money in their accounts from 2008 to 2015. These fa-
milies demonstrated their interest in college savings both by not making
unqualified withdrawals from the accounts and/or by continuing to
save in the accounts. Given the economic circumstances of Southeast
Michigan between 2008 and 2015, the fact that families maintained any
savings at all in the MI-SEED accounts is a strong result.

Though the families in this study often faced multiple severe bar-
riers to economic well-being, and few made additional MI-SEED ac-
count deposits, it was clear that there were differences between parents
who communicated actively to their children about the child savings
accounts and those who did not. Families that communicated about the
accounts had a detailed understanding of the “true” cost and com-
plexity of higher education and the children in these families were more
precise about their future educational plans compared to those who in
general did not communicate about the accounts. We found that chil-
dren whose parents actively communicated to them about their ac-
counts were more likely to speak in ways that were specific, detailed,
active, and positively oriented toward a future self that was involved in
higher education, which is evidence of the development of college-
going identities formation. These thematic findings also lend support
for other aspects of Identity Based Motivation (IBM) theory. In parti-
cular, our finding that communication mattered to the educational as-
pirations of the children supports the concept of identity congruence.
Parents who communicated about the MI-SEED accounts may have
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helped their children imagine a clearer future college-going self that
was connected to the present. We theorize that the children in these
families, with more detailed understandings of educational expenses,
may be better prepared for getting into, attending, completing, and
funding college.

6.1. Implications for policies and interventions

Our findings have implications for CSA program administrators and
CSA researchers. One implication is that there appears to be a need for a
common vision and understanding of the accounts between parents and
children. This common vision could be facilitated by parents through
direct communication with their children, or it could be facilitated by
the CSA programs. Parents who have successfully navigated educa-
tional institutions themselves may be well positioned to share their
visions of higher educational attainment for their children with their
children. A parent's educational involvement with their child, including
concrete discussions about college attendance, has been shown to be
related to a child's educational aspirations (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006).
Depending on their knowledge of higher education, parents can thus be
instrumental in either connecting or disconnecting their children to
information that might help steer them toward college. However, not
all parents who want their children to attend college and who enroll in
a CSA program have firsthand knowledge of higher education.

In the context of a CSA program, the common vision could also
come with materials prepared for parents with information on concrete
steps for college preparation or with age-appropriate reminders about
college saving offered by the CSA program via mail or email. CSA
programs may also want to develop materials specifically targeted to
parents who have not attended college. In addition, participants could
be referred to local college access networks, mentors, or other positive
supports to help youth make wise choices regarding post-secondary
options. Adding a college preparation component to existing CSA pro-
grams at key turning points in the transition to adulthood may also help
children whose parents have low educational levels leverage the full
potential of CSA programs.

Although direct connections to Head Start programming were not as
strong in MI-SEED as anticipated, partnering with the educational
programs of participants and trusted staff could be an integral com-
ponent of the success of CSA programs. This may even be more critical
in an ongoing program as opposed to a short-term intervention like MI-
SEED. Many of the emerging programs over the last few years are being
intentional about having a presence in schools and connecting to local
community resources. In Michigan, the Lansing SAVE college savings
account program is collaborating with the HOPE scholarship, college
access networks, Lansing Promise scholarship, and financial empow-
erment programs to generate a continuum of opportunity for students.
Such partnerships might be especially necessary in supporting partici-
pants facing multiple barriers.

6.2. Limitations and future work

As with any study, there are limitations to our findings. First, our
sample was relatively small. Though we were able to track down and
interview 25 families nearly ten years after the intervention and ori-
ginal impact study had ended, a larger sample size would have allowed
us a better understanding of patterns across families. Second, our
sample was not representative of the original treatment and control
groups. The challenges of recruitment in turn posed challenges to our
ability to secure representative sub-samples of these original groups.
Though our research questions do not attempt to make comparisons
between these two groups, the small number of control group families
in our samples poses a challenge to the transferability of our findings
for non-account holding and non-treatment group participants. Finally,
we did not focus on the causal impact of the CSA program in our study,
thus our study cannot speak to how CSAs might affect changes in

families themselves, net of the multitude of other factors present in
families.

It should also be noted that characteristics such as socioeconomic
status (SES) and background may influence a parent's likelihood to
communicate about college, have high aspirations for their child, and
transmit those aspirations to their child. The ability of parents to be
concrete in communication regarding higher education is likely related
to their own knowledge of higher education as well. In this study, it was
not possible to observe all of the relevant characteristics that might
influence a family's communication pattern regarding higher education.
However, we did find that the parents in our sample had lower edu-
cational levels than the national average. In 2015, nearly 47% of
Americans aged 35–44 had obtained an associate's degree or more
(Ryan & Bauman, 2016). Whereas, in our sample, 36% had obtained an
associate's degree or more (mean age of the parents was 41.8 years).
The relatively low educational attainment of the parents in this sample
may be a reason some struggled to connect aspirations for their chil-
dren's education with actions. However, we found that there were no
distinguishable patterns regarding SES or background and the com-
munication patterns in families, leading us to believe that there was no
pattern between SES/background, communication, and child self-re-
ported aspirations. This finding was debriefed on and triangulated
through multiple data sources.

Based on our interviews, we observed that the patterns of commu-
nication in families with and without child savings accounts were
connected to the specificity of children's narratives about their future
educational attainment. Taken together, our findings suggest that the
impact of active long-term engagement with CSA accounts appears to
be large. Though the plurality of parents we interviewed, regardless of
SES, had college-going expectations for their child, and all children
articulated, to varying degrees, intentions for a transition to adulthood
that included education, the parents who communicated actively to
their children about their child savings accounts also had children with
higher self-reported education expectations. These children were also
more concrete about their future plans. Children's self-concepts and
identities may be shifted toward current preparation for college
through this type of direct parental influence. Our results show that for
the families we spoke to, having the accounts may have mattered, but
communicating to the child about the account itself also likely mat-
tered. Future research on this topic should attend to measurement of
the multidimensional long-term impacts of CSAs for low income fa-
milies. More work also needs to be done to tease out the direct and
indirect effects of child savings accounts on child outcomes. Our study
may provide contextual evidence for future study that specifically tests
whether sustained parental communication is an important and strong
mechanism for the effects of child savings accounts on child outcomes.
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