
Budgeting & First Paycheck — A 5-Day Personal
Finance Unit
PAC I NG  GUI DE  ·  FR E E  T E AC H E R  R E S OURC E

Grades: 9–12 (adaptable for adult education)  ·  Length: 5 days  ·  Class period: approximately 45 minutes

Budgeting topic hub: moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/

Premium lesson featured: First Paycheck, Real Choices — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/first-

paycheck-real-choices/

This 5-day budgeting and first paycheck unit gives students a practical foundation for managing real

money as young adults — understanding what a budget is, identifying fixed and variable expenses,

reading a pay stub, and making real spending decisions with take-home pay.

Day 4 anchors the unit with First Paycheck, Real Choices — a full-period simulation where students

follow Jordan Rivera's first paycheck ($1,200 gross / $1,049 net), apply the 50/30/20 rule, and work

through a Budget Crisis: a surprise $340 car repair. A free sample is available; the complete lesson is

included with Full Membership.

This pacing guide is free. Full Membership adds additional teacher materials as the unit expands.

Day 2 note: Needs vs. Wants (10-min warm-up only — the worksheet targets grades K–6). The main Day 2

focus is Fixed and Variable Expenses.

5-Day at a Glance

DAY FOCUS RESOURCE

Day 1 What a budget is and why it matters What Is a Budget?

Day 2 Needs vs. wants (warm-up) + fixed and variable

expenses (main)

Needs vs. Wants · Fixed & Variable

Expenses

Day 3 What a paycheck is and how to read a pay stub What Is a Paycheck? · How to Read a Pay

Stub

Day 4 First Paycheck, Real Choices (premium lesson) First Paycheck, Real Choices

Day 5 Financial goal-setting and spending log Planning Financial Goals · Spending Log

Daily Lesson Plan

https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/first-paycheck-real-choices/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/first-paycheck-real-choices/


DAY 1 What a budget is and why it matters

Objective. Students can define a budget, explain why people create them, and identify income and

expense as the two core components.

Resource. What Is a Budget? — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/what-is-a-budget/

Classroom activity. Read the bridge page as a class. Students write a one-sentence definition of a budget

in their own words, then list three categories of spending from their own life (estimated, not exact).

Small-group share-out: "What would happen if someone spent more than they earned for three months

in a row?"

Exit ticket. Name two reasons someone might create a monthly budget.

DAY 2 Needs vs. wants (warm-up) + fixed and variable expenses (main activity)

Objective. Students can distinguish needs from wants; identify expenses as fixed or variable; and apply

those categories to a sample monthly budget.

Resources. Fixed & Variable Expenses — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/fixed-and-variable-e

xpenses/

Warm-up (10 min). Show 8–10 spending items on the board (rent, Netflix, groceries, concert tickets,

electricity, clothing). Students vote: need or want? Brief class discussion — emphasize that context

matters. Skip the Needs vs. Wants worksheet (it skews grades K–6); use this as an oral warm-up only.

Main activity (30 min). Use the Fixed & Variable Expenses page. Students categorize a 12-item list of

monthly expenses as fixed or variable, then total each column for a fictional household. Discuss: "If you

needed to cut $200/month, which category is easier to adjust?"

Exit ticket. Give one example of a fixed expense and one example of a variable expense from your own

life or a family you know.

DAY 3 What a paycheck is and how to read a pay stub

Objective. Students can identify the parts of a paycheck, explain the difference between gross and net

pay, and locate key deduction lines on a real-format pay stub.

Resources. What Is a Paycheck? — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/what-is-a-paycheck/  ·  How

to Read a Pay Stub — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/how-to-read-a-pay-stub/

Classroom activity. Start with What Is a Paycheck? for foundational vocabulary (gross pay, deductions,

net pay, pay period). Then move to How to Read a Pay Stub — students use the lesson to label the sections

of a sample pay stub. Key discussion: "Jordan earns $1,200 gross but takes home $1,049. Where did the

rest go?" This previews Day 4.

Materials. A free pay stub sample is linked from the How to Read a Pay Stub page.

Exit ticket. What is the difference between gross pay and net pay? Give one example of a deduction that

reduces gross to net.

https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/what-is-a-budget/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/fixed-and-variable-expenses/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/fixed-and-variable-expenses/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/what-is-a-paycheck/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/how-to-read-a-pay-stub/


DAY 4 First Paycheck, Real Choices (premium lesson)

Objective. Students apply the 50/30/20 rule to a first paycheck scenario, build a real monthly budget, and

work through an unplanned expense (Budget Crisis).

Resource. First Paycheck, Real Choices — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/first-paycheck-real-

choices/ (free sample available; full lesson with Full Membership)

Classroom activity. Students follow Jordan Rivera's situation: $1,200 gross / $1,049 net, first month of

living semi-independently. They apply the 50/30/20 rule to build a budget, make real spending decisions,

then face the Budget Crisis: a surprise $340 car repair. Students document their decisions and present

one trade-off they made.

Materials. The full lesson includes a worksheet, Budget Crisis activity, teacher guide, and answer key —

all with Full Membership. A free sample covers the initial budget-building section.

Exit ticket. What trade-off did Jordan have to make to cover the $340 car repair? Was it a good trade-off?

Explain in two sentences.

DAY 5 Financial goal-setting and spending log

Objective. Students can set a short-term financial goal using a goal-setting framework and track actual

spending against a simple budget using a spending log.

Resources. Planning Financial Goals — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/planning-financial-go

als/  ·  Spending Log — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/spending-log/

Classroom activity. Students use the Planning Financial Goals page to write one short-term financial

goal (SMART format: specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound). Then introduce the

Spending Log and have students set up a one-week personal tracking sheet. Close with a unit reflection:

"What is one money decision you will make differently because of this unit?"

Exit ticket. Write your one short-term financial goal in SMART format.

For the complete unit

This pacing guide is free. Full Membership includes the complete First Paycheck, Real Choices lesson —

worksheet, Budget Crisis activity, teacher guide, answer key, and extension activity. View

MoneyInstructor membership options:

moneyinstructor.com/teaching/membership/

MoneyInstructor.com — classroom-ready personal finance lessons, worksheets, and units for teachers.

https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/first-paycheck-real-choices/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/first-paycheck-real-choices/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/budgeting/planning-financial-goals/
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