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CollegeBacker Launches to Modernize and 
Democratize 529 College Savings Plans 
First and Only Robo-Advisor Dedicated to College Savings 

 
SAN FRANCISCO – September 12, 2016 – CollegeBacker, a financial technology company backed by 
500 Startups and Princeton University, today announced that it is opening up its private beta and 
welcoming new clients to its collaborative college savings product available at CollegeBacker.com in 
time for September’s National College Savings Month. 
 
As the first and only automated investment service dedicated to college savings, CollegeBacker is 
making college more accessible to millions of Americans by releasing a college savings web product 
that enables parents to crowdfund a tax-free college savings plan with their family and friends.  
 
Bringing 529s to America’s Struggling Middle Class 
 
First, most experts agree that 529 College Savings Plans are the best way to save for college because 
they allow your investment to grow tax-free and can be withdrawn tax-free if used for college-
related expenses. Yet fewer than 3% of families that could benefit from a 529 are using one, mainly 
because they’re so difficult or expensive to learn about, and can be a pain to open and navigate.1 
 
CollegeBacker democratizes access to these elusive tax-advantaged investment accounts. Its modern 
and user-friendly tools empower parents to: 

• Open a 529 account in a matter of minutes, all online (instead of the days/weeks it takes to 
navigate clunky websites and mail paper forms) with a low $25 minimum initial contribution;  

• Determine a smart savings goal specific to their child; 
• Adjust to the parents’ current contribution abilities; 
• Select a low-cost and passively-invested portfolio option that automatically becomes more 

conservative with time;  
• Remain on track toward their long-term savings goal; and 
• Access these services for free until they reach over $5,000, after which the advisory fee is 

0.50%/year. 
 
As Jordan Lee, founder and CEO of CollegeBacker, points out, “Parents who have 529s tend to fall 
into one of two camps: either they have an expensive broker or financial advisor that has 
recommended a higher-cost, advisor-sold plan that reduces their earnings, or they are one of few 
sophisticated investors that have slogged through the confusing process of finding a low-cost, direct-
sold plan.” CollegeBacker streamlines the process so parents can stop worrying and start saving with a 
                                                      
1 The statistics are grim: 50% of parents aren’t saving at all for college, and 71% of those who are saving 
are using an ordinary checking or savings account, which doesn’t even keep up with inflation. Of the 
approximately $1 trillion currently set aside for college in the U.S., the vast majority is sitting in bank 
accounts, with only $260 billion invested in 529 plans. 

https://collegebacker.com/
http://www.gao.gov/assets/660/650759.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/notes/feds-notes/2016/saving-for-college-and-section-529-plans-20160203.html
https://salliemae.newshq.businesswire.com/sites/salliemae.newshq.businesswire.com/files/doc_library/file/HowAmericaSaves2015_FINAL.pdf
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low-cost 529 as quickly as possible. “And unlike in the world of retirement investing, where the 
Department of Labor’s new fiduciary rule will soon require that brokers put their clients’ interests 
ahead of their own, the 529 industry is still very much the Wild West when it comes to how they’re 
sold.” CollegeBacker, on the other hand, is an investment advisor who always has a fiduciary duty to 
act in its clients’ best interests. 
 
Family Crowdfunding to Overcome Soaring College Costs 
 
Second, CollegeBacker understands that parents find saving for college a lonely and daunting task, 
especially given soaring college costs.2 So CollegeBacker makes the savings process fun and social by 
encouraging family and friends to participate. For example, CollegeBacker’s unique features allow 
grandparents to set up regular contributions online and for baby shower or birthday party invitees to 
send gifts to the fund by clicking on an emailed link. 
 
Contributors can stay connected to the child through updates posted by the parents and be 
reminded of upcoming birthdays and graduations. By building a community of “Backers” to provide 
moral and financial support to their aspiring college grad, CollegeBacker reduces the parents’ 
financial burden, provides the student with a team of supporters invested in their future, and makes 
it far less likely that they will leave college drowning in debt. 
 
“We’re helping millennial parents, who regularly share online updates about their kids, to involve 
loved ones in a collaborative approach to college savings,” Lee says. And CollegeBacker has already 
found that its client base is excited to involve others in the savings process – during its private beta, 
over a third of client accounts had multiple contributors. 
 
Helping Millennial Parents Avoid the Debt Trap for their Kids 
 
Third, CollegeBacker is launching at a critical time of rising student-loan debt in the U.S., which 
reached an all-time high of $1.35 trillion last year (more than total U.S. credit card debt). In recent 
years, a healthy ecosystem of student loan refinancing companies has emerged, but none have 
attacked the problem at its source. “CollegeBacker is preventative medicine for the student-loan 
crisis,” said Lee.  
 
With their own student loans still top of mind, millennial parents are already more likely than other 
generations to use a 529 plan to save for college, to save monthly, to increase their contributions 
annually, and to start saving before their child reaches age 5. For them, as with most American 
families, the value of a college education has never been clearer. “Unlike in Silicon Valley, where a 
few privileged individuals have called into question the value of college, it’s common sense for the 
vast majority of Americans that college offers a clear path to a better life,” said Lee. “The statistics 
bear this out: on average, a college grad will make $1.3 million more than a high school grad over 
the course of their career, and this gap has widened since the Great Recession. At CollegeBacker, 

                                                      
2 The cost of college has increased 12-fold over the last 30 years and is expected to double again over the 
next 10. 

http://www.savingforcollege.com/articles/how-the-fiduciary-rule-impacts-529-plans-917
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/every-second-americans-get-buried-under-another-3055-in-student-loan-debt-2015-06-10
https://www.fidelity.com/about-fidelity/individual-investing/millennial-parents
http://usgovinfo.about.com/od/moneymatters/a/edandearnings.htm
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2012-08-15/cost-of-college-degree-in-u-s-soars-12-fold-chart-of-the-day
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/college-costs/college-costs-calculator
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/college-costs/college-costs-calculator
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our mission is to democratize access to the best tools and information available to save for college, 
and to make the act of saving as easy and social as paying a friend with Venmo.” 
 
 
About CollegeBacker 
 
CollegeBacker is the first and only automated investment service dedicated to college savings. The 
service combines ease of use with a practical investment philosophy and rich layer of social 
interactivity to bring families together around the shared mission of sending their kids to college. 
Founded in mid-2015, San Francisco-based CollegeBacker has raised seed funding from 500 Startups, 
Princeton University, and a group of prominent angel investors. CollegeBacker is a tradename of the 
SEC-registered investment advisor Principly, Inc. To learn more, visit CollegeBacker.com or follow the 
company on Twitter (twitter.com/CollegeBacker) or Facebook (fb.com/CollegeBacker). 
 
Press Contact 
 
Jordan Lee 
Founder & CEO 
+1 (415) 937-1985 
press@collegebacker.com 
 
Media Assets 
 
Please access our Press Kit (http://goo.gl/U0hmFY) for media assets and additional information about 
CollegeBacker’s team, history, and product. 

https://collegebacker.com/
https://twitter.com/collegebacker
https://facebook.com/CollegeBacker
mailto:press@collegebacker.com
http://goo.gl/U0hmFY
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