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Ariel Community Academy students are 
investing on Wall Street by fourth grade 
For 20 years, the school's graduates have gone on to become doctors, 

lawyers, entrepreneurs and investment bankers 
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There is a school in Chicago where students are introduced to stocks in 

kindergarten and trade stocks by the fourth grade. 

Ariel Community Academy is a public school on Chicago's South Side - the 

vision of John Rogers , founder, chairman and CEO of Ariel Investments, and 

Arne Duncan, former U.S. secretary of education. 





the average person makes $400. 

"It is very simple, basic concepts about what money is and the value of 

money related to different subjects," she said. "They get an understanding 

that money comes from somewhere. You can earn it through talent or effort. 

Some people think and some people work with their hands." 

By the third grade, the students begin to learn about stocks, bonds and 

curriculum. 

In the fourth grade, they begin to learn 

about portfolios, picking and managing 

stocks, as well as entrepreneurship and 

creating business plans," Coleman said. 

Students start in kindergarten with the $20,000 originally contributed by 

Ariel ($10,000 for each of the two classes in the grade). In the early years, 

the portfolio is managed by Ariel and Nuveen Investments. By the later 

grades, the students are actively involved in making the investment 

decisions. A Junior Board of Directors ( composed of sixth-, seventh- and 

eighth-grade students) decides how to invest the money until they graduate. 

By eighth-grade graduation, that portfolio has grown. The original $20,000 

goes to the following year's kindergarten class to start the process all over 

again. The surplus, or profit, is divided. Half is donated back to the school. 

The other half goes to the students in the graduating class. 

The average profit is $12,000 to $13,000, although it has been as high as 

$32,000, Coleman said. If the student uses his or her cut of the profits to 

open a college savings account, Ariel will match it with $500. 

 Ninety percent of the students opt for the savings account and get the 

match from Ariel," she said.

"
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One of those students was Victoria Bills, who started at the school in the 

sixth grade. By the eighth grade, she was head of the investment committee. 



"The moment I set foot in Ariel and saw that I could be a portfolio manager, 

that's immediately where I wanted to go in life," she said. "I wanted to be in 

money management." 

She went on to the University of Chicago Laboratory High School on a John 

Rogers scholarship, and later Babson College in Boston. Today, she works at 

Ariel in institutional sales. 

Mario Gage is another graduate. His mom enrolled him in the school in the 

second grade because she loved the concept of financial literacy. 

"She made us follow the three-jar system," said Gage, now 25 and also an 

employee of Ariel. "When we got money, we had to split that money into 

three different jars. Ten percent went into the charity jar, 30 percent went 

into the savings jar and 60 percent went into the spending jar." 

She enrolled Gage and later his brother Myles, who is two years younger. 

"It was cool, and an eye-opening experience," Gage said of his experience at 

Ariel. "It's something youth, especially minority youth, don't get exposed 

to." 





annual meeting. He also joined a youth investment club outside the school, 

one exclusively for African-American youths ages 12 to 18. 

"Not only did it affect me, but it affected my family," he said. "My mom 

started getting into stocks and started her own portfolio." 

Gage's mom, Michelle, a human resources director, said she has always 

talked finances with her sons. "When they grew older, they started teaching 

me. 

"All children learn how to read in elementary school," she said. "Some love 

to read and some don't like to read, but, hey, all learn how to read. I've 

always taken the approach that I want my kids to not only learn how to 

manage money but to love it." 

When Gage graduated from Ariel Community Academy, he also received the 

John Rogers Scholarship to attend the University of Chicago Laboratory 

High School. He graduated from the University of Chicago with a degree in 

economics and went to work for Ariel Investments. He now travels and 

lectures on financial literacy and assists Ariel with its financial literacy 

initiatives. 

Rogers said the concept for the school started 20 years ago when Duncan 

worked at Ariel coordinating community affairs. His first project was the I 

Have a Dream Class, which he borrowed from a program at New York City, 

in which a class was adopted with the promise of making college affordable 

for the students. 

The idea to focus on financial literacy came after Rogers attended a 

conference with personal finance journalist Jane Bryant Quinn and former 

U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission chairman Arthur Levitt. They 

talked about the need for more financial literacy in schools, especially public 

schools. He immediately called Duncan, and Ariel Community Academy 

was born. 

"Sometimes financial literacy is all about keeping credit card debt low and 



how to manage a mortgage," he said. "All that is important. But in this day 

and age, you have to be a financial expert to prepare yourself for retirement. 

Pensions plans have been replaced by defined contribution plans ( 401 (k) or 

403(b)). Stock market knowledge is more important in this country than 

ever before. We need to keep up." 

Rodney Brooks is a retirement and personal finance writer/author. He has 

written a retirement a column for USA TODAY and the Washington Post. He is 

passionate about financial literacy and music. And has more than 12,000 songs 

on his iPod. 
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