Taxes & First Filing — A 5-Day Personal Finance Unit

Pacing Guide - Free Teacher Resource

e Grades: 9-12 and adult education

e Length: 5 days

e C(Class period: approximately 45 minutes

e Taxes hub: https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/

e Featured generators (Days 2-4): Filing Status Decision Tree - W-4 - W-2 - Form 1040 —
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/worksheet-generators/

Educational purposes only. This unit is not tax advice. Amounts, rates and forms change; students and
adults with a real return to file should use current IRS materials at irs.gov or a qualified preparer.

Teacher note

This 5-day unit teaches the one thing about income tax that a first-time filer almost never gets told: you
have already been paying all year. Money leaves every paycheck before it reaches you, by estimate,
against a bill nobody has calculated yet. Filing a tax return does not create that bill — it works out what
the real number was and settles the difference.

The week is one loop, and each day is one step of it. Day 1: money leaves every paycheck, and some of it
will come back while some of it never can. Day 2: you guessed how much should leave, on a W-4, before
you knew what the year would look like. Day 3: here is what actually left, for the whole year, on a W-2.
Day 4: here is what you actually owed, on a Form 1040. Day 5: the difference, in one subtraction — a
refund or a bill.

Friday is the assessment, and it is a comparison. Two people work the same job for the same pay and
owe exactly the same tax. One filled in her W-4 one way and gets $260 back. Her coworker filled it in
another way and owes $104. Their tax was identical to the dollar. The sentence the unit exists to install is
this one: your W-4 does not change what you owe — it only changes when you pay it. A big refund does
not mean you did well, and a bill does not mean you were taxed more.

Three of the five days are anchored on live worksheet generators, so every student can work a different
randomized taxpayer and every answer key still works. The generators also carry the current year's
figures — the standard deduction and tax table are printed right on the Form 1040 worksheet. That is
deliberate: this guide contains no standard deduction, no tax bracket, no table amount and no filing
deadline, because all of those change and a printed sheet cannot keep up. Every dollar figure below is an
example used for practice; the current numbers come from the generator, and from irs.gov.

The unit deliberately stays out of five neighbouring topics. Reading a pay stub and working gross pay
down to net belong to the Budgeting & First Paycheck unit and the Understanding Your Paycheck packet.
State and local income taxes vary far too much to teach with a figure, so they are named and not priced.
Self-employment tax is named on Day 5 and never computed. Sales tax is a different tax with its own four
lessons on the taxes hub. And the deductions-and-credits arithmetic beyond the standard deduction
belongs on the generator's worksheet, not in this guide.



5-day at a glance

DAY FOCUS RESOURCE

1 The money that never reaches you What Are Taxes? - Why Do We Pay Taxes?

2 The W-4: the guess you make on day one Filing Status Decision Tree - W-4 Generator
3 The W-2 and the rest of the paperwork W-2 Generator - Getting Ready for Taxes

4 The 1040: what you actually owed Form 1040 Generator

5 Settling up: refund, bill, and two students How to Do Taxes - IRS Free File - Read a 1099

Day 1 — The money that never reaches you

Objective. Students can explain why take-home pay is smaller than gross pay, name the three amounts
withheld from a typical paycheck, and sort them into money that is settled up when a return is filed and
money that never comes back.

Resources. - What Are Taxes? — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/what-are-taxes/ — free video and
article - Why Do We Pay Taxes? — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/why-do-we-pay-taxes/ — free
lesson; worksheet and answer key with Full Membership - Member deep-dive for the paycheck side:
Understanding Your Paycheck

Classroom activity. Put one week of Simone's pay on the board and have students find the missing
money, then sort it into two piles: might come back and gone for good. Scale the week to a year and look
at the two piles at full size. Close by asking which pile a refund could possibly come out of.

One week of pay — example figures, ready to use

e Simone earns $12.50 an hour and works 40 hours: $500 a week. What reaches her account is $436.75.
e The $63.25 that didn't: Social Security $31.00 - Medicare $7.25 - federal income tax $25.00.

¢ The two piles. Social Security and Medicare — $38.25 a week — are gone. They never appear on a tax
return and no refund includes them. The federal income tax — $25.00 a week — is a deposit against a
bill that has not been worked out yet.

e Across the year: $26,000 earned - $1,989 of Social Security and Medicare that is not coming back -
$1,300 of income tax that might - $22,711 take-home.

Teacher note. Students almost universally believe a refund returns "the taxes they paid" — all of them. It
cannot: most of what left Simone's check is Social Security and Medicare, and those are not refundable
and are not part of a return. Use the word deposit for the income-tax line today and keep using it all
week; Friday's subtraction depends on it. These figures are federal only — say so, because many states
take income tax as well and some take none at all.

Exit ticket. Of the three amounts taken out of Simone's paycheck, which one could come back to her, and
why can't the other two?


https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/what-are-taxes/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/why-do-we-pay-taxes/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/understanding-your-paycheck/

Day 2 — The W-4: the guess you make on day one

Objective. Students can determine a filing status from a person's circumstances, complete a W-4
including the Step 3 dependent amounts, and explain that a W-4 controls the timing of tax payments
rather than the amount of tax owed.

Resources. - Filing Status Decision Tree Worksheet Generator — Full Membership - W-4 Tax Form
Worksheet Generator — Full Membership

Classroom activity. Start with filing status, because it changes everything downstream. The Filing Status
Decision Tree generator prints randomized real-life situations and a decision tree; students work the tree
to reach one of the five statuses. Then move to the W-4 generator: each worksheet gives an employee's
details and a blank, print-ready W-4 to complete, including the Step 3 dependent arithmetic. Close on the
sentence students will meet again on Friday: nothing you wrote on this form changed your tax.

Teacher note. A W-4 is not a tax calculation and it is not permanent. It is an instruction to an employer
about how much to hold back, written in January before anyone knows what the year holds, and it can be
redone at any time. That is exactly why it produces refunds and bills. Both generators randomize, so
every student can have a different scenario and the answer keys still work — useful for a class where
copying is a temptation.

Exit ticket. In one sentence, what does a W-4 actually control — and what does it not control?

Day 3 — The W-2 and the rest of the paperwork

Objective. Students can locate wages and federal income tax withheld on a W-2, identify the boxes
showing Social Security and Medicare, and list the documents a person must have in hand before filing.

Resources. - W-2 Tax Form Worksheet Generator — Full Membership - Getting Ready for Taxes:
Documents You Need — moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/getting-ready-for-taxes-documents/ — free
lesson; student worksheet with Full Membership

Classroom activity. Print filled-in W-2s from the generator — random figures, ten reading-comprehension
questions, an answer key — and have students find the two numbers Friday needs: wages and federal
income tax withheld. Then work the documents lesson: what arrives in January, who sends it, and what a
missing one costs. Have every student write Simone's two numbers on a card to carry to Day 5: $26,000
and $1,300.

Teacher note. A W-2 always reports a year that has finished — that is why the form exists and why it
arrives in January rather than in June. Point out that the generator's tax year reflects the completed year
for the same reason. This is also the day to name the 1099 as one of the things that can arrive in that
envelope; Friday works it properly.

Exit ticket. Which box on a W-2 tells you what you already paid toward this year's income tax — and
which two boxes show money that will never come back?

Day 4 — The 1040: what you actually owed

Objective. Students can complete a simple Form 1040 — total income, subtract the standard deduction to
reach taxable income, find the tax, and credit the amount already withheld — and can state the order
those steps must happen in.


https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/worksheet-generators/filing-status-decision-tree/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/worksheet-generators/w4-tax-form/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/worksheet-generators/w4-tax-form/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/worksheet-generators/w2-tax-form/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/getting-ready-for-taxes-documents/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/getting-ready-for-taxes-documents/

Resources. - Form 1040 Income Tax Worksheet Generator — Full Membership - Optional extra practice:
Tax Deductions Worksheet Generator

Classroom activity. This is the one day of the week with real tax arithmetic, and it is done on the
generator's worksheet rather than on anything in this guide. Every student fills in a blank Form 1040 for
their own randomized taxpayer, using the reference box printed on the sheet — it carries the standard
deduction and that filing status's tax bands. Then compare across the room: different taxpayers, the same
six steps, the same order, every time. Close by asking where Tuesday's W-4 appears on the form. It doesn't
— and that is Friday's lesson.

Teacher note — worth saying out loud. The figures on the generator's sheet are the current ones. Simone's
numbers in this guide are round examples chosen so that Friday's subtraction works in whole dollars, so
a student who computes Simone's tax from a current table will land near $1,040 but not exactly on it. That
is expected: this unit teaches the subtraction, and the generator owns the table. Telling the class that
before someone discovers it saves the lesson.

Exit ticket. Name the three things that had to happen, in order, before line 16 of a 1040 could say what
you owed.

Day 5 — Settling up: refund, bill, and two students with the same tax

Objective. Students can compute a refund or balance due as the difference between tax withheld and tax
owed, explain why two people with identical income and identical tax can land on opposite sides of zero,
and explain why someone whose tax is zero should still file.

Resources. - How to Do Taxes — Tax Filing Guide for Beginners — free lesson and video; quiz and answer
key with Full Membership - Free Tax Filing with IRS Free File — free lesson; quiz and answer key with
Full Membership - Read a 1099: Gig & Freelance Income — free sample with a free account; full pack with
Full Membership - Optional extra practice: Income Tax Worksheet Generator

Classroom activity. Three moves, in this order.
1. Settle up — example figures, ready to use

e Simone's W-2 says $1,300 was withheld. Her finished return says her tax for the year was $1,040.

e $1,300 - $1,040 = $260 back. Then the line that lands it: that is $5 a week she lent the government, for
free, for a year.

2. The two students — example figures, ready to use

e Same job. Same $26,000. Same tax for the year: $1,040 each.
e Simone withheld $1,300 — $260 refund. Her coworker withheld $936 — owes $104.

e Hand students both W-4 choices and let them reach the punchline before you say it: the tax was
identical. One overpaid by $5 a week; the other underpaid by $2 a week.

3. The case with no withholding at all. Work the Read a 1099 pack's student pages. A gig or freelance
worker has nobody withholding anything, so there is nothing to settle up — the whole bill arrives at once,
and a self-employed person owes both halves of Social Security and Medicare rather than just the
employee half. Then use the filing-path activity in How to Do Taxes and the IRS Free File lesson for how a
person actually files.


https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/worksheet-generators/1040-tax-form/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/tax-deductions-worksheet/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/how-to-do-taxes/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/irs-free-file/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/printables/read-a-1099/
https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/taxes/income-tax-worksheet/

Teacher note. Two lines belong on the board. A refund is not a gift; it is a repayment. And: a big refund
means you overpaid all year, a bill means you underpaid, and neither one means you were taxed more.
Then the point that matters most for a teenager in the room — if too much was withheld and you never
file, nobody sends it to you. That is why a student with a summer job should file even when their tax
comes to zero. If you have already taught How to Do Taxes on its own, this unit is the deep dive that
lesson sets up rather than a repeat of it.

Exit ticket. Two people had exactly the same job, the same pay, and the same tax for the year. One got
$260 back and one owed $104. Explain how both can be true.

For the complete unit

This pacing guide is free, and so are the pre-quiz and the vocabulary sheet. The rest of the unit — teacher
guide, student packet, post-quiz, unit project, final assessment, editable slide deck, answer keys, and the
whole kit as a single ZIP — comes with Full Membership, along with the four tax worksheet generators
and the Read a 1099 pack:

https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/membership/

Educational purposes only — not tax advice. Figures are examples used for practice.

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


https://moneyinstructor.com/teaching/membership/

