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IMPORTANT NOTE

This lesson was developed by the Utah Marriage Commission in collaboration with the
Utah State Board of Education in response to the passing of Utah House Bill 281,
requiring that the Success Sequence be taught in Utah middle and high school health
classes. This requirement will go into effect for the 2026-2027 school year.

The Success Sequence, as defined in H.B. 281, is “a three-prong framework for youth
and young adults that encourages:
i. completing at least a high school education and pursuing further educational
opportunities
ii. obtaining full-time employment; and
iii.  having children within a healthy and stable family and marriage.”

The Success Sequence for Health Il is intended to serve as a drop-in lesson for Utah
teachers to assist them in presenting the Success Sequence in a way that fulfills this
requirement in addition to teaching positive decision-making and healthy relationship
skills.

The lesson is adapted from a full-length curriculum entitled Love Notes: Relationship
Skills for Love, Life, and Work, and was developed with full permission from the original
author, Marline E. Pearson, M.A.

If you have any questions regarding the development of this curriculum or its content,
please contact Rian Gordon at the Utah Marriage Commission, rian.gordon@usu.edu,
or visit strongermarriage.org.



mailto:rian.gordon@usu.edu

The Success Sequence for Health Il

Lesson Goals

1. Describe the Success Sequence and explain how completing education,
securing employment, and marrying before having children can increase the
likelihood of future relationship (and financial) stability.

2. Explain how to apply decision-making strategies—such as the “Decide, Don’t
Slide” approach—to current and future relationship and life choices.

3. lllustrate how relationship pacing, communication, and values alignment
contribute to healthy, lasting partnerships and long-term goals.

4. Help students identify specific personal goals and steps they can take to align
their current choices with their desired future, including family, education, and
career outcomes.

Materials Included in Lesson Plan

Handouts

e High-Cost Slides Activity Cards (one set for entire class)
e My Success Plans Worksheet (one for each student)

Media

e Success Sequence PowerPoint Slides
¢ |Institute for Family Studies “Their Story” Video

Additional Materials

o Glitter bottle: Small clear water bottle filled with 4 different colors of glitter and
filled an inch from the top with water.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vi8qmY3-oOA

Class Period #1 — Setting the Foundation

Introduction

Your Future: What Do You Want?

(PP) The lesson begins by inviting students to _
reflect on their own personal hopes, dreams, and
goals for their future. This immediately engages Q/, .
participants and encourages them to apply the A
following principles to their lives and individual -‘
circumstances. = Kwn\ R
@ s

« Today we’re going to focus on your future.
Research has revealed that there are specific pathways to follow towards success
that are more likely to get you there.

< Before | share with you these “secret ingredients for success,” Let’s talk about your
own personal hopes, dreams, and goals.

< (PP) Imagine yourself at age 30. Go ahead and
close your eyes, if you want. What kind of life
do you hope you have? What kind of
relationship? Income/lifestyle? Family? Give
students 30 seconds or so to envision.

What do you want
your life to look
like at age 307

*,

% Let’s open our eyes. Would a few of you mind
sharing? What did you see? Pause for a few responses.

o,

Instructor Note: Students may share different visions, but you will likely notice some
common themes such as stability, love, and purpose. Examples could include having a
comfortable middle-class lifestyle, having a good marriage, having a good income,
having a happy family, etc.

< Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts. Now, not everyone has the same
dreams for their future, and that’s okay! The important thing to recognize is that
regardless of where you hope to wind up, you are building your future right now
with the choices you are making. The more intentional we are about those choices,
the more likely we are to create the life we want.




Section 1.1

Decide, Don’t Slide!

This section introduces the important concept: Decide, Don’t Slide. This concept is an
essential piece of following success pathways to build teens’ sense of control and self-
determination and to empower them to shape the future they envision for themselves.

< Let’s discuss this a little more in-depth. | want to introduce you to a concept called
Decide, Don’t Slide."

e By sliding, | mean just going along in life and kind of just letting things happen.
e Deciding, on the other hand, is about being intentional, gathering information,

making clear decisions, and then taking steps to get to where you want to go.
This can be applied to lots of things in life.

< (PP) When we slide into our choices without Are you Sliding...

stopping to think ahead, we run the risk of / \ : -
winding up in places we never planned to be— ded = ' o
sometimes with some serious high-cost vill o2 O
consequences. é; 2
or Deciding?
% On the other hand, when we make intentional S e e
choices that align with our personal goals rather
than just letting things happen to us, it opens up our options for the future. Deciding

is a much safer way to go when it comes to important things that can be life-altering,
like finishing high school, preparing for a career, or starting a family.
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< Let’s take a look, for example, at how this works in our romantic relationships. This is
one area where deciding rather than sliding can make a big difference.

‘:‘ (PP) HOW many Of you knOW Someone one Who Why do people end up in relationships that don’t work?
got romantically involved with another person
and then later regretted it? Pause for show of
hands.

< Or someone who stayed way too long in a bad
relationship? PR @ L

% Like, “What was | thinking? Why did | ever get involved with this person?”



Do you know anyone who found themselves in a complicated relationship—an
unhealthy, maybe even an abusive relationship?

Have you ever wondered why this happens? Certainly no one goes into a

relationship wanting it to be bad or painful.

The “love chemicals”

(PP) When you first start to feel attracted to
someone, your brain triggers a very real
chemical reaction in your body by releasing a
flood of hormones including norepinephrine,
dopamine, oxytocin and more.

These hormones produce great feelings and energy—even euphoria. It may feel like
all you can think about is this person. But this surge of hormones can also cloud
your judgement. It takes a while for this “chemical mix” to settle a bit before you’ll
see a person more clearly—usually somewhere between 3-9 months.

Shake a glitter bottle.

0
o

It’s like this at the start—exciting, glittering, beautiful—but you can’t see through it
clearly. This is why someone (maybe your friend or a sibling) could be falling for a
total loser—or someone who is just all wrong for them—and they just can't see it.
"Oh, he or she is different with me," or “They’ll change for me, | just know it. They’re
a really great person underneath.”

But if you put the glitter bottle down and let it settle for a while, you’ll see more
clearly.

When a person “slides” quickly into getting involved with someone—especially
physically involved—before learning more about who that person really is, it
increases their chances of winding up in a relationship that doesn’t work out or has
more serious consequences.

That’s why, in our relationships, it’s so important to slow down, wait for the glitter to
settle, and decide on the next step instead of just sliding into it.

Activity: High-Cost Slides

2
*»*

Let’s do an activity to get an idea of what this might look like in some real-life
situations.



(PP) Select one or two High-Cost Slides activity

CardS (attached) that yOU feel will engage your ACTIVITY: Turn back the clock on a High-Cost Slide

students. Work on them together as a whole group. 1. How well did they know each other? Y
. .. . 2. What was the slide? L \_

If you have more time, divide into small groups and 3. What could they have done differently?

use One Card per group Now go back in time. What steps might have

been taken, information gathered, and decisions ‘
made to have avoided the high-cost slide?

% | am going to read aloud a relationship scenario
that involves some sliding rather than deciding
and then tell you what happened for that person later on.

Utah Marriage
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% Your job is to imagine the person in the scenario has a “do-over” opportunity. So,
turn back the clock and think about what this person could have done differently to
avoid what happened.

% While I'm reading, consider these questions:

1. What was the slide?

2. What red flags or warning signs were missed?

3. What might they have done differently?

4. How would have deciding, instead of sliding, helped this turn out differently?

< Turn back the clock. Identify decisions, steps, or actions that could have made a
difference.

o,

Work your way through your chosen scenarios one at a time. Listen to their answers
and then what the person could have done differently. (Perhaps they’ll say, “The slide
happened when..., A red flag was..., They could have talked about... done this or
that....”)

Activity Debrief
% Okay, so, what do we learn from these scenarios? Pause for a few responses.

% Sliding through big decisions may feel easier in the moment—nbut it often leads to
consequences you didn’t expect. Choosing to decide—to pause, plan, and act with
intention—gives you more control, more freedom, and a better shot at the life and
relationships you actually want.

« So what does this have to do with your life right now? These decisions may seem far
off, but they’re shaped by the habits you’re building today—how you handle
friendships, how you set boundaries, how you talk about your future.



*,

o,

(PP) Turn to the person next to you and take
turns sharing: What'’s one area of your life—
friendships, dating, school, or even social What's one area of your life-friendships,

media_Where you Want to make more dating, school, or even social media-where

intentional decisions instead of just going with youwant to make more intentional
the flow? decisions instead of just going with the flow?

Share with Your Neighbor:

et arions

I’d love to hear what you came up with. Would
two or three of you mind sharing with the class? Pause for responses.

Thanks so much for sharing your thoughts. | hope our discussion today has helped
you recognize the importance of deciding rather than sliding, especially when it
comes to your relationships.

Next time, we’ll dig into how to pace relationships in healthier ways, recognize red
flags, and make intentional choices to avoid regret. You'll also learn about a

research-backed path that gives people the best chance at long-term success—in
relationships, in parenting, and in staying out of poverty. You won’t want to miss it!




Class Period #2 — Healthy Relationships & the Success

Sequence

Section 1.2

Another Way: A Low-Risk Deciding

Approach

(PP) This section builds on the concept of Decide,
Don't Slide, and introduces a more intentional and
positive way students can approach decisions
related to romantic relationships.

< Welcome back! Let’s start off class with a little
review of what we discussed last time. Could |
have one person give me a summary in their

Healthy Relationships & the
Success Sequence

own words of what it means to decide rather than slide?

R

< Thank you! Now who remembers our activity from last class where we applied

deciding rather than sliding to some different relationship scenarios? Pause for a

raise of hands.

< Through these examples, we saw how sliding through relationship decisions can
bring unexpected outcomes. Now, today, we’re going to look at how to pace our
relationships and our lives more thoughtfully—how to decide, rather than slide, every

step of the way.

« (PP) As we saw in our scenarios, sliding in
relationships is easy to do, and is a lot more
common than you might think. Some of the
most common relationship slides include:

e [etting things move too fast physically or
emotionally—getting caught up in the
swirling glitter.

i ? / or emotionally
i i 'i * |gnoring warning signs or
»f o " values misalignment
[ ’ &\ ‘\}‘ ) | E * Staying in an unhealthy
Coppight Marie E Pears, MA Al igts reser

Some Common Relationship Slides

% * Moving too fast physically

relationship because of fear
or attachment

e Ignoring warning signs or values misalignment. These often take time to identify,

which is why it’s important to take things slow!

e Staying in a relationship that isn’t healthy because of attachment or fear. It's easy
to slide into a relationship, but it’s unlikely that you’ll slide out of one that is toxic

or involves abuse.



< You don’t have to fall into these relationship slides. There is another, healthier, way
to go about romantic relationships to reduce your odds of having risky involvement
that potentially could derail you as you make your way to a successful adulthood. It’s
called the Low-Risk Deciding Approach.

e (PP) This means taking things slow, getting Low-Risk Deciding Approach
to know the person, and then making PR IPTTTTY T E——— E——
intentional decisions about getting involved. §

< Take a look at our slides here, and notice the
first column, labeled “Attraction”.

e What do you recall about the brain
chemistry of attraction?

Pause for responses. Pull out the glitter bottle visual aid from last class and hold it up
for the class to see.

% You’'ll remember that these colors represent the hormones norepinephrine,
dopamine, oxytocin and more which are released with romantic attraction and
produce amazingly wonderful feelings. But they also keep you from seeing clearly.

o What tips would you offer someone who is in the middle of that swirling glitter?

Pause and listen. (PP) Then, click to populate the
first column. Add to their responses any ideas they
might have missed from the PowerPoint.

Low-Risk Deciding Approach

Learn More About
Each Other..

Attraction Then Decide_ Agree to a Plan

< Now look at the second column, labeled “Learn
More About Each Other”.

o What kinds of things should you be finding
out and asking yourself to see if this person is a good match for you? Give me

your thoughts please.
Pause and listen. (PP) Then, click to populate the Low-Risk Deciding Approach

second column. Add as needed: BT i, || WSS || Az

% Go out and do fun things that will allow you to
talk and get to know each other.

« What interests do you each have? Any common

interests? Find out if your values are in sync.



% Do you find this person interesting, and vice-versa? Are you picking up vibes that
they find you interesting to talk to? For example, do they make eye contact, or are
they on their cell all the time? Do they ask about you or just talk about themselves?

« Do your differences and individual strengths work well together—complement and
balance each other?

% Do your personalities work well together? Find out how compatible you are.
% Can you talk easily about anything?
% Can you disagree safely and respectfully?

% Have you met each other’s family? Friends? What might you learn from meeting
each other’s family and friends? What might that tell you?

< Keep your eyes open to detect problem behaviors.

% Tip: Build trust and knowledge of each other before disclosing things that are
personal and sensitive. Balance time together, time with friends, and time apart.

Bring students’ attention to the point “Detect any problem behaviors?”

% Let’s take a minute to discuss problem behaviors or what are sometimes referred to
as ‘red flags” in relationships. What might some of these behaviors be? What are
some things you should look out for in a relationship that would indicate that a
person is not a smart or safe choice for a partner? Pause for responses.

Instructor Note: Possible answers to these questions include, “They treat others
unkindly,” “They don’t respect my personal lines or boundaries,” “They can’t control their
anger,” etc.)

b 13

% What can you do if you notice any of these red flags as you start getting to know
someone you’re attracted to? What about if you are already emotionally or physically
involved with them? Pause for responses.

% It's a lot easier to get out of a potentially toxic or unhealthy relationship if you are
going slow and making intentional decisions along the way rather than sliding into
deeper involvement.

Before moving onto the next slide, wrap up with these important points:



(PP) Click to populate the third and fourth columns.

O
%

0
*»*

O
%

So, when you are in this phase of a relationship, remember: It takes time to learn
about a person.

It takes a lot of talk—conversations—to know what you have in common to learn
how you communicate and how you handle your emotions.

It takes a lot of experiences together in different situations to see how and what a
person really is; to learn about their character and values and level of maturity. To
discover if you really enjoy each other.

Now, let’s turn our focus on columns “Then Decide” and “Agree to a Plan”.

Now that you have more information, you are in a better place to make some
decisions.

Let’s brainstorm the kinds of decisions and agreements that can be made at this
stage of a relationship.

Low-Risk Deciding Approach

Learn More About ThrmEer
Each =
E

Attraction

Agree to a Plan

Decide:

e Do | want to be in a relationship? Be
exclusive?

e What tells me the feelings are mutual?

e How do I want to pace the relationship? Where do | draw my line?
Discuss and Agree:

e On values and goals for the future.

e On expectations for the relationship. What sorts of expectations should be talked
about?

e On physical and sexual boundaries. What are our lines?

e On a plan that respects my values and goals, my boundaries, how | want to pace
things.

How might the Low-Risk Deciding Approach protect the future of each person?
Pause for responses.




Section 1.3
Pathways & Sequences Toward Success

(PP) This section will introduce the Success Expectations for Your Future
Sequence and will briefly review the research
illustrating how it impacts finances and
relationships.

< We've talked about how important it is to decide
rather than slide—especially when emotions

are high or the stakes are real. But even if
you’re trying to make smart choices, it’s hard to know what the best next step is
unless you’ve got solid information to guide you.

< That’s where this next section comes in. We’re going to look at what research tells
us about the life paths that tend to lead to stability—especially in relationships,
parenting, and building the kind of future you want.

% To start, | want you to think back on that vision you have for yourself (and maybe
your family, if that's included in your goals), and | want to ask about some of your
specific expectations:

1. When you think about your future adult life, how many of you expect or desire to
have children someday and provide them with a stable family life—parents who
stay together in a satisfying, loving relationship? Pause for show of hands.

2. When you think about your future adult life, how many of you expect or hope to
have enough money to live on? To avoid being poor? To live a comfortable
middle-class life? Pause for show of hands.

Instructor Note: While you can expect everyone to say they want financial wellbeing
for their futures, you will have a greater diversity with the first expectation question.
Acknowledge the fact that while everyone wants to avoid poverty in adulthood, not
everyone expects/desires to have children.

% Thanks for sharing your expectations.

e Do you have any ideas of what things a person can do to up their chances of
achieving one or both of these expectations? Pause for brief responses.

< If you hope to have a middle-class income or higher and avoid being poor by the
time you're in your 30s, research has shown that achieving certain combinations of
life’s big milestones can increase your odds.?



% They may also be associated with either increasing or decreasing your chances of
family stability by your 30s.3

< In other words, success doesn’t happen by accident. It happens when people make
intentional decisions (remember deciding rather than sliding?) that help them hit a
few key milestones—and often, the order or sequence matters too. Let’s take a look
at what these steps are, and how they can shape your future.

Media Opportunity — Their Story Video

« (PP) We’re going to watch a short video that will
introduce these steps with a real-life example. The Success Sequence: Their Story
Let’s see if our instincts were correct.

Instructor Note: This video is part of a series
produced by the Institute for Family Studies
featuring the stories of real young adults who are
seeking to follow the Success Sequence or
working on getting back on track. In this video,
Kaylie and Carlos share their struggles as young parents and how they wished they had
done things differently. Their experience is contrasted with another young couple who
has decided to wait until marriage to have children.

Watch “Their Story” video.

< Before we get into these steps to success, | want to point out a few things. The video
mentioned that those who are unmarried at time of birth but go on to marry are half
as likely to break up as couples who just continue to live together. While that is true,
the take home message here is not to just run out and get married if you have an
unintended pregnancy.

< This is a time to assess the relationship. Is it safe? Is it healthy? It may not be, which
can have major consequences for both parents and kids. But if it is healthy, marriage
is a very smart decision. And so is a commitment to work together to strengthen that
relationship. There are young parents who do just that, as we saw with Kaylie and
Carlos. Yes, they have challenges, but they are committed, and their child will
benefit.

< We’'ll talk more about the benefits of healthy marriages for parents and kids next
class. But for now, let’s focus in on these steps to success. Were your guesses
right? What were the steps that were mentioned?


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vi8qmY3-oOA

P

¢

Let’s break these down one by one and talk about why they matter so much—
especially when it comes to your future ability to build a healthy marriage and
support yourself and a family, if that’s part of your goals.

(PP) These milestones are:

o Completing high school (or even further
education or training)

e Beginning full-time employment

e Getting married before having children

athways to Success

Milestones

Pho x

A certain number, combination, and sequence can matter

Utah Marri riage
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As you will learn in more depth in your Financial Literacy course, almost all young
people who follow this Success Sequence avoid being poor and are more likely to
land in the middle to upper-income groups by the time they are in their 30s, whether

born rich or poor.*

(PP) Finishing high school (or even more
education or training) and full-time employment
by age 25 (or enrolled in further
training/education) are key actions for having
better financial outcomes by your early 30s.°

Key Essentials for Increasing Your Odds
of Higher Income

@&

Education/Training

Full-time Employment

(PP) A healthy marriage can also add to
income level. Marriage can mean the
combining of two potential incomes, and
those combined earnings can build over the
years.

Adding to Income

96
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Adults who achieve these three steps —
education, employment, and marriage — almost
always achieve a middle-class lifestyle and
avoid being poor by their early 30s. 6

(PP) Finally, waiting to have children until after
you are married has been linked to some major
financial and emotional benefits for both
parents and children. We will talk about this

When Children are Part of Your Vision

.+.+@ - &

Marriage before baby

Advantage of Combination and Sequence

Utah Marriage
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more in-depth next class period, but for now, I just want to emphasize the fact that,
when it comes to successful futures, marriage before kids matters.



Wrap-Up Discussion

< (PP) We’'re almost out of time for today, but
before we go, | want to ask:

What were your key takeaways from this
class period? Out of everything that we
discussed, what were the things that stood
out to you the most? Have 3-5 students
share their key takeaways.

> Utah Marriage
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What were your
key takeaways
from today?

< Thank you for sharing the things that stood out to you.

% Next time, we’ll take a closer look at the family and relationship piece—how your
relationship choices now can shape your future marriage, parenting, and stability,
especially if you hope to have kids someday.




Class Period #3 — Family, Marriage, and Moving Forward

Section 1.4
Marriage & Family Relationships

(PP) This section further explores how following the
Success Sequence (particularly achieving the
marriage milestone before having children) impacts
children and marriage and family relationships.

0
*o*

Welcome! Last class we discussed some
important principles that can help you prepare
for a successful future. What do you remember
from our discussion? Pause for 3-5 responses.

Thanks you so much for sharing what you remember from our last class period.

(PP) Now that we know the main steps of the
Success Sequence—graduating from high
school (or even further education or training), . .
getting a full-time job, and getting married

before choosing to have children—we are going @ &

to dive a little deeper into why these steps

make such a difference. Particularly, what a e g ® o

healthy marriage can do for your future and the
future of your children (if that’s part of your goals).

The Success Sequence

Activity: A Child’s Wishlist

Let’s start off with an activity. We’re going to do some brainstorming together to
create a wish list for a child who is about to be born. Let’s pretend that you are a
child looking for a family, and you need to write an ad that includes a list of needs
and wants you hope your future parents will provide.

Let’s not only think about what this child will need when they are first born—let’s see
if we can include things that would be helpful for growth and development
throughout their life.

Our list can include material things—the basics like food, shelter, etc., but also
include social, emotional, and physical needs of children at these different stages
that will help a child grow up healthy, safe, and happy.




o (PP) Here are some prompts to get your Child Wants & Needs at Different Stages of Life-
. .. . . Infant, Toddler, School-age, Teenager
creative juices flowing (read prompts displayed © asiee/materi oo
in PowerPoint out loud): e
* What helps develop a child's self-esteem? Feel confident?
* What helps a child succeed in school?
e What contributes to a child’s physical e -\
health? - Edocaiosnancen prents eationship @ﬁ
. . . ¢ Anything else you can think of!
e To their social development and emotional | e @ Lo
health?

o What helps develop a child’s self-esteem—feeling good about themselves?
o What helps a child feel confident? What helps them succeed in school?
e As a teenager, what helps them stay on track? And stay out of trouble?

Instructor Note: Spend no more than 5 minutes on brainstorming list.

< Great work. | think we’ve come up with a pretty solid list, here.

Marriage & Family Success — Relationship Stability

< Now, let me ask you: Using what you’ve learned so far about sliding and deciding,
healthy relationship pacing, and the Success Sequence, what do you think are some
things that would help a parent to provide these items on our list? Pause for
responses.

Instructor Note: Possible answers to this question could include emotional maturity,
completing education or vocational training, healthy communication and conflict
management sKkills, a full-time job, a committed relationship between parents, etc.

% (PP) Now, how do you think being in a healthy When Children are Part of Your Vision
marriage might help? Pause for responses.

. . + + —
% In research, the marriage milestone has been . . @ &

consistently linked with family stability.” What ariage eforebaty

H H Advantage of Combination and Sequence
does this look like?
NP — L gy

Instructor Note: Family stability is measured as 1)

the presence of 2 adults in the home, 2) the number of residential partner transitions
(i.e., none or few break-ups or divorces), and 3) relationship satisfaction as measured
by reported happiness in their relationship.®



(PP) Having a stable environment lead by two
adults who are committed to each other and
who are satisfied with their relationship offers a
lot of social and emotional benefits for children.
(Note: Only advance the first bullet.)

First off, it provides children with the time and
energy of two parents. What on our wish list

Coppright Marline £ Pesrson M Mrighis resarved

* The time and energy of two to provide
» Two to play, read to the child, discipline,

» Less stress than if alone
» Feeling loved and supported by partner

* Married couples are more likely to receive

Emotional and Social Benefits
of a Healthy Relationship

nurture and care

help with schoolwork

contributes to emotional health

support from both extended families

would relate to this? (Pause to listen, and then advance the 2nd bullet.)

Raising a child involves a lot—care, feeding, play, reading, stimulation and
encouragement, limit-setting/discipline, homework, extra activities, along with
providing, work, cooking, cleaning, etc. When both parents are invested in each
other and in their kids, it makes the work of parenting a lot more manageable.

Advance 3rd & 4th bullets: The support of a loving and caring partner who is
committed can reduce a parents’ stress, which creates ripple effects that help the
entire family. Parents who are less stressed are usually more likely to practice
healthy and positive parenting. Also, support from both extended families can help

lower stress levels.

These are only some of the powerful benefits of getting married before having kids
and would likely improve your chances of providing your children with the life you

envision for them.

Not to mention the financial benefits of having two adults who can help provide for
the family’s material needs.

(PP) Now, | do want to stress that, yes—
absolutely—single parents raise healthy and
happy children. Many parents on their own are
working very hard to provide for and raise their
children well.

And research has shown that having a stable,
single parent, like the mom you see in this

Children are affected by parents’ relationships
B |
o 2.2 2
W B % A
BE <)y > :
2l K e
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picture, is far better for a child than a destructive or abusive relationship or going in

and out of relationships.
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Destructive and dangerous relationships and marriages harm children. It’s also hard
on a child for parents to go from one relationship to another—that kind of instability
can negatively impact a child’s development.

At the end of the day, the take-home message here is NOT to stay in a destructive
or abusive relationship—or to run out and get married if a person is pregnant. In just
a bit, we’ll discuss what young parents can do to get back on track if they aren’t
currently following the success sequence. But I'll give you a clue: the answer is not
to slide into a marriage.

Instead, deciding if and when you are ready to have a child, and with whom, and
what you want to have achieved before then really matters. Finishing high school,
getting additional training or education, obtaining employment and establishing a
healthy marriage, is a pathway to increase your odds of greater financial success,
family stability, and the wellbeing of a child.

Does When You Marry Matter?

Instructor Note: Be sure to present this information in a respectful way that simply
relates the research and avoids moralizing students’ choices for when to marry and start
a family.

0
*»*

0
o

0
o
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(PP) It's important to note that in some
communities—including here in Utah—young
adults often marry and start families earlier than Does when you
national averages. That isn’t a bad thing. In marry matter?
fact, marriage can offer emotional support and
stability that help people through challenges.

Utoh Marriage
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And although a lot of people these days think
that it’s best to wait until your late 20s or 30s to marry and settle down, recent
research finds that couples who marry in their early-to-mid 20s have just as healthy
and satisfying relationships, on average, as those who marry later. (Marrying in your
teens, however, still comes with a higher risk of a divorce.)?

At the same time, research shows that finishing education and getting established in
the workforce first can give you a stronger foundation. It doesn’t mean you have to
delay family life forever—just that planning and preparation help ensure your family
goals and financial goals can work together, not compete.

So, if you do want to marry and have children early, it's even more important to think
about how you’ll complete your education, build career momentum, and plan for
childcare and expenses. Deciding—rather than sliding—into these milestones gives
you more flexibility, more financial security, and more peace of mind.



< If someone wants to get married and start a family in their early 20s, what are some
things they could plan or prepare now to make that path work well? Pause for
responses.

Marriage vs. Cohabitation

< (PP) Now, why do we include marriage as a
milestone for those who desire children and

financial stability, and not, let’s say, just living
together? A few points: .+.+ @5 - &
Marriage before baby
e First, research finds the majority of couples Advantage of Combination and Sequence
who cohabit pretty much “slide” into it rather | __ @ Lo

than making a well-thought-out, intentional
decision about it and what it means for the future.?

When Children are Part of Your Vision

e Also, the research shows these good financial outcomes for marriage but not for
cohabitation. One reason for this may be that cohabiting couples are more likely
to break up than married couples, causing them to lose the benefit of combined
incomes.

e Third, we know from research that cohabiting relationships are much more
unstable—there are more break-ups and re-partnering. As more young adults
enter into and end cohabiting relationships, a pattern of multiple or serial
cohabitations has increased.’’

o Perhaps an upside to this is that young people may be learning to end
cohabiting relationships that aren’t working.

o But the downside is that if the cohabiting relationship includes children (as
54% do), and the relationship ends and is followed by another relationship
(and possibly another), all those changes in people and homes—all that
instability—can be rough on a child.

< When you are trying to provide your family with emotional (and financial) stability, a
healthy marriage is going to be the best option in most cases.




Section 1.5
Getting Back on Track

This section provides insights into what students can do to get back on track when they
have failed to follow the Success Sequence. It also includes thoughts on preventing
unintended pregnancy and explains important steps that young parents can follow to get

their life back in order.

% (PP) So, what happens if we stumble on our
pathway to success? We are bound to make
mistakes and slide into some decisions that
have unwanted consequences. Maybe we
aren’t on track to graduate. Maybe we get stuck
in an unhealthy relationship. Maybe we get
started on a career path that turns out to be a
dead end.

Utah Marriage
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What do | doif | get off track?

3

< Unfortunately, we can’t turn back the clock like we imagined in our "High Cost
Slides” activity from a few periods ago. Is there hope for when we slip up?

% (PP) In these situations, it's important to: (Click
to show points 1&2 on the slide)

1. Focus on what is in our control, and

2. Seek support.

< It’s okay to struggle! The important thing is that
we do what’s in our power to get back on track.

Utah Marriage
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What do | do if | get off track?

1.Focus on what's in your control.

2.Seek support. I

% Let’s discuss a couple of scenarios and look how we might apply these two

principles.

% Imagine you’re in your senior year, you’re coming up on your third semester, and

you aren’t on track to graduate because you failed one of your core classes. What’s
in your control in this situation? What can you do about it? Pause for responses.

Pause for responses.

% What kinds of obstacles might make it difficult to fix this problem on your own?



< What about our second point? What resources are available to you where you can
seek support to help you get back on track? Pause for responses.

< Great, thanks for sharing your ideas. Now, let’s apply these principles to a
relationship situation. Imagine you have a romantic partner that you’ve been dating
for several months. At first, they were super sweet, they sent you lots of thoughtful
texts, they walked you to class, they even bought you your favorite snacks. But
recently, you’ve noticed that this person has some habits that are obvious red flags.
They get annoyed when you spend time with your friends, they want to know where
you are all the time, and they alternate between blowing up at you and giving you
the silent treatment when they’re upset.

X/
°e

What’s in your control in this situation? What could you do to change the
circumstances? Pause for responses.

« What obstacles might you be facing here? What might make it hard to change your
current path? Pause for responses.

< Now, what kinds of resources might you lean on for support in this situation? Who or
what could help you get back on track? Pause for responses.

Avoiding Pregnancy

% (PP) We’'ve acknowledged in these examples Handling Roadblocks
that there are likely going to be obstacles in
your way as you are trying to follow the
Success Sequence. Completing high school,
acquiring further education or training, and
obtaining stable employment can all be
challenging, for sure.

ROAD

< Being determined—no matter what—to do so, and getting the support you need
along the way, will increase the odds of your success.

< And there is one thing you can all do that is key for this path to success. And, that is
to avoid a pregnancy—that’s something that is very likely going to be within your
control.

Instructor Note: It would be appropriate to mention that pregnancy is not always in a
person’s control, such as in cases of abuse or trafficking.

< This is true whether or not children are part of your vision:



e Not part of your vision: If you aren’t planning to have kids in the future, avoiding
an unintended pregnancy while you work towards achieving your
education/training and secure full-time employment will mean fewer barriers on
your pathway to your future goals.

e Part of your vision: And for those of you who do want kids, avoiding a
pregnancy until your life is more settled with your education/training,
employment, and a committed partner—a spouse—wiill also mean fewer
challenges as you travel on the path towards your future goals.

% (PP) A person can avoid a pregnancy several Avoiding a pregnancy is possible |
ways. You've got this! . _— Z
® Decide not to have sex now - enjoy the benefits! !

® Avoid risky situations, pace your physical involvements more slowly.

L] Declde not to have Sex nOW—enjoy the Decide, don't slide in your relationships.
phyS/Ca/, menta/, emotlonal’ and SOCIaI * It's good to understand the effectiveness rates, risks, and limitations
benefits of leaving sex out of your teen e oy s e
relationships. ot e * e

e Avoid risky situations; pace your physical involvements more slowly. Make clear
decisions, don’t slide.

e [t's good to understand the effectiveness rates, risks, and limitations of different
contraceptive devices, and learn how to get them.

< However you choose to avoid an unintended pregnancy, it takes motivation—
knowing why it really matters—to follow through. And the things we’ve discussed
today have hopefully helped you see why avoiding an unintended or a poorly timed
pregnancy can make a real difference.

Unplanned Pregnancy and Young Parents

< Now, we understand that sometimes, despite a person’s best intentions, including
the possibility of birth control failure, a pregnancy can occur. At some point, you may
find yourself becoming a parent before you

intended. Success for Young Parents
Combinations and Sequences
< (PP) For young parents, research shows that .+ = @3 - @?
there are milestones and a sequence that can L
increase the odds of having the life you want: iy
4. Decide, don't slide with your love life. Have a committed partner-a spouse-BEFORE having a second child,
Ceoretitest b 48 s e @ Lo




1. Focus on being the best parent you can be. There are resources here in Utah to
help you build up your parenting knowledge and skills. Healthy Relationships
Utah (https://extension.usu.edu/hru/) offers free parenting and relationship
classes all over the state, and the Utah Marriage Commission
(https.//extension.usu.edu/strongermarriage/) has lots of free online classes and
resources for parents. You can also reach out to a family resource center or the
public health department in your area for programs for health, nutrition, and
financial assistance for young parents.

2. Finish high school and get as much college or training as you can to help you
obtain better employment. Seek support from a caring teacher or school
counselor who may be able to help you stay on track or get back on track for
graduation or obtain a high school equivalency. See a career counselor at your
local community college to learn more about vocational, technical,
apprenticeship.

3. And most importantly: Decide, don't slide with your love life. Make wise
relationship choices. Avoid sliding into an unstable or unhealthy relationship or a
second pregnancy.

Instructor Note: Be familiar with the resources and supports in your community for
young parents.

Section 1.6
My Success Plans and Wrap-Up

(PP) This final part of the lesson reinforces the
importance of planning and intentional decision- Key Takeaways
making which is crucial to developing agency—and
ultimately to following a pathway towards success. What were your key takeaways?
% We've discussed a lot over the last few class
periods to help you know how to set yourself up
for relationship and financial success in the ¥ o

future. So, what are our key takeaways? What
stood out to you? Pause for responses. When students are through sharing, click to
advance the slide to reveal the key takeaways.


https://extension.usu.edu/hru/
https://extension.usu.edu/strongermarriage/

1. (PP) Research shows that making three
major life decisions in a specific order
significantly increases your chances of not
being poor and of having a more stable and
happy family life by your mid-30s.72 These
results are true regardless of your race and
financial or family background.’3 This is
referred to as the “Success Sequence,” and
it includes:

Coppight Marlne . Pearsar, MA Al tghts rese

Key Takeaways

1. Following the Success Sequence significantly
increases your chances of not being poor and of having
a more stable and happy family life by your mid-30s.

2. If you want to have kids, marriage matters.

3. It's never too late to get back on track

Utah Marrlage
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a. Completing high school (and even further education or training);

b. Gaining full-time employment; and

c. Getting married before having children.

2. If you want to have kids, marriage matters. It usually provides a more emotionally

and financially stable family situation for children.#

3. If you get off track, don’t give up on yourself. It’s never too late to make changes

and get your life back in line with your vision.

< Planning now—deciding instead of sliding—can help you build the foundation for

your future, step by step.

Plan for Success

« (PP) Now that we've seen what the research
says and discussed some of the key life
decisions that can affect your future, it’s time to
turn the spotlight back on you.

Pass out attached worksheet, My Success Plans.
Give students 10-15 minutes to complete the
worksheet.

Directions:

My Success Plans

< This worksheet is made up of questions to help you think through and apply the
principles you’ve learned in our last few classes to your own goals for the future.
Think carefully about your answers and fill out as much as you can for the remainder

of the class period.

% It’s okay if you’re not sure about some of these answers yet. Just do your best to be
honest and thoughtful. If you have any questions, I'm happy to help.



Activity Debrief
After they are done, ask:

1. How do you think having a plan—about school, money, or relationships and
family—could help you avoid sliding?

2. What’s one choice you want to be more intentional about—whether in school,
friendships, or relationships—after what we’ve talked about today?

Homework Option

Instructor Note: Discussing goals and plans with a trusted adult can help students feel
more accountable and can also provide opportunities for important connection and
relationship-building at home.' You can assign this task for points or simply invite the
students to share what they learned in class.

< (PP) Your homework for today is to go and Homework

H Shi | ith t or trusted adult. Talk with
share your success plan with a trusted adult. e about what you leamned toda, and discuss this uestion
Talk with them about what you learned today,
and discuss this question:

* “What advice would you give your 16-year-old
self about relationships and life choices?”

o “What advice would you give your 16-year-
old self about relationships and life
choices?”




This lesson was adapted by the Utah Marriage Commission from Love Notes:
Relationship Skills for Love, Life, and Work. Used with permission of the author.
Copyright Marline E. Pearson, M.A.
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h-Cost Slides Activity Cards

Purpose

The purpose of this activity is to provide students with real-life examples of how sliding
into relationship decisions can impact their future. In addition, it will get them thinking
about alternatives to sliding and how they can be intentional in their own relationships.

Directions

Select one or two High-Cost Slides activity cards (below) that you feel will engage your
students. Work on them together as a whole group, or if you have more time, divide into
small groups and use one card per group.

Read aloud the scenario and what happened later. Ask students to identify the “slides”
and red flags or warning signs in the relationship. Then ask them consider what the
individuals in each situation could have done differently to result in a more positive
outcome.

We have identified potential “slides” and discussion prompts for each scenario. Feel
free to utilize those in your discussion. We recommend cutting off this portion of the
activity card if you choose to pass them out to students for group review and discussion.



Situation: Moving Too Fast

Ava started dating someone she met at a summer youth camp. Everything
moved fast—constant texting, time together every day, and early physical

involvement. Ava didn’t set clear boundaries. She started drifting from her
friends and skipping class to hang out with her boyfriend.

What Happened Later: After five months, Ava realized they weren’t
emotionally safe together. When she tried to slow things down, her
boyfriend got angry. After they broke up, he shared private details with
others, and Ava experienced online rumors and social anxiety. Her grades
dropped, and she had to retake a core class to graduate.

(For Instructor)
Slide: Getting emotionally and physically involved too quickly.

Discussion Prompt: What could Ava have done to pace the relationship
more intentionally?



Situation: Choosing a Partner Without Shared Goals

Marco met someone while working a summer job in southern Utah. They
quickly started dating, and while Marco hoped to serve a church mission
and pursue college, his girlfriend didn’t value either. They avoided talking
about it and stayed together because of strong feelings and pressure from
friends who thought they were “the perfect couple.”

What Happened Later: Marco delayed submitting his mission papers and
eventually let the idea go. When the relationship ended a year later, he felt
unanchored—he hadn’t moved forward with school or religious goals and
didn’t feel like he had a strong sense of direction. He said, “/ kept putting off
what mattered to me so | wouldn’t lose her—and now [I've lost both.”

(For Instructor)
Slide: Staying in a relationship despite misaligned values or goals.

Discussion Prompt: Why is it important to talk about values and future
plans in a relationship?



Situation: Sliding Into Cohabitation

Jess graduated from high school and moved to Logan for work. She started
dating a guy she met on Tinder, and after a few months, his lease ended.
Instead of finding a new roommate, he moved in with her. They hadn’t
talked much about the future, money, or long-term plans—ijust that they
“felt good together.”

What Happened Later: Three months in, Jess found out she was
pregnant. The news shocked both of them. They scrambled to figure out
how to afford a baby while working part-time and trying to stay in school.
The relationship became strained, and they argued often about money,
parenting, and expectations. Eventually, Jess had to move back in with her
parents for support. She loves her baby but shared, “/ wish I'd thought
more about how my relationship choices could affect everything else.”

(For Instructor)

Slide: Living together—and starting a family—without shared plans or
stability.

Discussion Prompt: What conversations and planning might have
changed Jess’s experience?



Situation: Staying in a Toxic Relationship

Noah started dating someone his senior year. At first, everything seemed
great, but over time, his girlfriend became controlling and critical. She didn’t
want him hanging out with friends, got upset when he talked to other girls,
and read his texts. Noah didn’t want to break up and hurt her feelings, so
he stayed quiet and pulled away from people who noticed the changes in
him.

What Happened Later: By the time Noah started college, he was isolated
and emotionally exhausted. He missed out on key scholarships because he
skipped application deadlines, and his grades tanked his first semester. A
friend finally helped him recognize the signs of emotional manipulation and
encouraged him to talk to a counselor. Ending the relationship helped him
recover—but he said, “I lost a year of my life trying to keep her happy while
losing myself.”

(For Instructor)
Slide: Ignoring red flags in a relationship.

Discussion Prompt: \What are some signs that a relationship is
unhealthy? What could Noah have done differently?



Situation: Social Media & Pressure

Brooklyn was in a relationship with someone who constantly posted photos
of them on Instagram and TikTok, always tagging her in romantic videos. At
first it felt flattering. But over time, she felt pressure to act like their
relationship was perfect, even when she was unhappy. She didn’t want to
be judged or questioned by friends and family, so she stayed quiet when
things got rocky.

What Happened Later: After the breakup, Brooklyn’s ex shared private
texts and old photos online, and classmates started spreading rumors.
Brooklyn felt humiliated and withdrew from social settings. Her self-esteem
took a big hit, and she needed therapy to work through the trust issues.
She said, “/ was so focused on looking happy that | didn’t realize how
unhappy | actually was.”

(For Instructor)
Slide: Staying in a relationship to keep up appearances.

Discussion Prompt: How can social media affect how we view or handle
relationships?



Situation: Getting Engaged Without Real-Life Experience

Madi and Carter started dating their first semester at BYU and got engaged
within a year. Their families were supportive, and they both had big plans
for their future together. But they hadn’t really dealt with major life
challenges individually or as a couple—they had never lived on their own,
managed money, or talked about family planning in detail.

What Happened Later: Six months into marriage, Madi was overwhelmed
with full-time school, a part-time job, and expectations around starting a
family. Carter struggled with communication and felt like they were
constantly arguing. They started seeing a member of their clergy and later
a marriage counselor for support. Madi shared, “/ love him, but | wish we’d
had more real-life experience and hard conversations before jumping in.”

(For Instructor)
Slide: Committing to marriage without enough real-life preparation.

Discussion Prompt: What kinds of experiences and conversations help
couples prepare for marriage?



My Success Plans

My Success
Plans

My Education and Career Plans

What kind of jobs or careers do | see for myself? (For example: working outdoors or with your
hands, working with people, with children, industry/trades, healthcare, first responder, retail, restaurant, STEM
[science, technology, engineering, and math fields], business, agriculture, military, recreation, teaching, the

music industry or graphic design, etc.)

What level of education and/or training will I need? (diploma, two-year associate degree, miliary
training, four-year college, technical training, etc.)

Write two specific steps you can take toward these goals: (For example: meet with my school
counselor, improve my attendance, do my homework, ask for tutoring help, get my GED, job shadow, volunteer

or intern, talk to people in careers or apprenticeships I'm interested in, stay active in stuff | like—sports, music,
art, JROTC, etc.)

Step 1

Step 2

Are there things you are doing now that might get in the way of you reaching your
dreams? (For example: procrastinating, skipping school, not doing homework, smoking weed or drinking,
unprotected sex—risking pregnancy, poor relationship choices, hanging with the wrong people, etc.)

\ _/
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My Success Plans

My Relationship Vision

What qualities are important to you in a relationship? (For example:
fun, romantic, supportive, equality, trust/faithfulness, mutually respectful, good
communication, etc.)

What are you Iooking forina partner/friend? (For example: kind, caring, responsible, adventurous,
has drive/goals, trustworthy, physically fit, clean/neat, drug free, good dancer, values good communication and
managing stress and conflict peacfully, etc.)

My Relationship Reality
If you are in a relationship or have been in one, offer an honest appraisal of how healthy or unhealthy, safe or

unsafe, fun or difficult the relationship is or was. Offer a few examples of how. If you have not had a relationship,
analyze a relationship of someone you know.

*If you're not sure, check out LovelsRespect.org

Handling Attractions—Making Relationship Decisions

What will be most helpful in guiding your relationship choices in the future? What will help you handle your
attractions and make smart decisions about your relationships in the future?

+ Define what's important to me in a partner—in a relationship « Enjoy, but be aware of how the "love
chemicals” may keep me from seeing a person clearly at first « Respect for my boundaries & expectations

« Discover if we share some interests/have fun « Look for maturity and character in a person « Pay attention
to how we communicate & handle conflict « Mutual respect—no tolerance of abusive/controlling behavior
« Take my time, gather information, make decisions—don't slide «

Copyright 2023 Marline E. Pearson



My Success Plans

Decide, Don’t Slide, Into Sex

The more you define a personally meaningful context and timing for sex for yourself, the more
you decide for yourself your boundaries, the more you decide how you want to pace any intimate

involvement, and the more you plan for the choices you make, the likelier you are to achieve your
goals. Reflect on all you've learned that can help you in your sexual decision-making.

(For example: | will wait for the love chemicals to settle a bit before getting too involved:; | will be

upfront about my values, my boundaries, and how | want to pace things; | will pay attention to
how | am treated, how we communicate and handle differences; we will agree to take responsibility to avoid STDs/HIV
and/or pregnancy and follow one of the pathways to success).

What are your decisions? Spell out your intentions for the questions below:

What would | want any level of physical intimacy to mean—from a kiss, to making out, onto greater touch, to sex?

Where do | draw my line on physical intimacy? Or where would | like to redraw my line in the future?

When, with whom, and under what conditions would | move my line?

What rules and plans do | have to stick to my intentions to protect my future?

How will you know if you're on the same page?
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My Success Plans

My Future—Pathways & Sequences Towards Success

Increase your odds of achieving a middle-class income or higher and avoiding poverty.
Finish high school (better yet, get additional education/training) to help you obtain full-
& time employment. A healthy marriage can add to your income level. And in addition to
education and employment, if a person envisions children someday—and wants to do
so with a partner in a stable and satisfying relationship—then the sequence of forming a healthy marriage
before baby can make a difference.

If you see having children in your future, what are the benefits of achieving the two key milestones of
education/training and full-time employment, and then also following the sequence of marriage before baby?
List any benefits you can think of for yourself as a parent and for the child—social and emotional wellbeing,
health, financial, career/employment, parenting, etc.

For a parent: For children:

If children are not part of your future vision, what are the benefits for you of avoiding an unintended pregnancy
while completing education/training and obtaining full-time employment? List all the benefits you can think of.

\J _/
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