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Lesson Plan

Opinion Essays

Book: Mass Incarceration

Series: Focus on Current Events

Level: Voyager

Objective

To have students practice writing, peer critiquing, and revising persuasive essays.

Supplies

• Several copies of the Mass Incarceration book

• Computer and printer access for students

• Whiteboard

• Pencils

Before the Activity

Have students read through the Mass Incarceration book before class. 

Activity

Mass Incarceration describes the history of prisons and sentencing in the United States, from 

early forms of punishment to the ways prisons operate today. It also identifies several critiques 

people have of the current system. Chapter 7 (“Pushing for Changes”) describes some of the 

reforms that activists call for. Students should reread this chapter and then write a short essay 

answering the following question: What changes do you think the United States should make to 

its incarceration system?  

In the essay, students should explain the benefits of their suggested approach, as well as any 

problems it will help solve. They should use the following format:

• an introductory paragraph that briefly describes the current system and ends with a clear 

thesis statement describing what they think should change

• at least four body paragraphs that provide reasoning and support, drawing on facts and 

examples from the book

• a conclusion paragraph that sums up their argument and provides a sense of closure

Give students a day or two to draft their essays, instructing them to print and bring a copy to 

class. Then, assign each student to a partner, and have them exchange copies of their drafts. 

Each student should read their partner’s essay. As they read, they should make notes to answer 

the following questions, which you can write on the whiteboard to help students remember:



Copyright © 2024 by Focus Readers. This document may be printed and reproduced for local use only.

• What parts of the essay do you think the author did well?

• Were there any parts that seemed to be missing information or that you wanted to hear 

more about?

• Were there any parts that felt repetitive, unneeded, or unhelpful?

• Do you have any other suggested changes for improvement?

Students should write their answers on the relevant parts of their partner’s essay. At the end of 

class, students should trade drafts again. Then, each student should type up a revised version 

based on their partner’s comments. Students should bring both the rough draft and a printed 

copy of this updated version to the next class period.

Evaluation

Collect both essays, and use the following system to award each student up to 20 points:

• 2 points for turning in the rough draft

• 4 points for making relevant, helpful marginal notes on their partner’s draft

• 4 points for making changes that attempted to address their partner’s notes

• 2 points for following the prescribed structure (introduction, body paragraphs, 

conclusion)

• 2 points for choosing a relevant, helpful topic for each body paragraph

• 4 points for using facts and examples from the book to support their body paragraphs’ 

points

• 2 points for writing that is relatively free of errors in spelling and grammar

Standards

This lesson may be used to address the Common Core State Standards’ reading standards for 

informational text, grade 8 (RI 8.1, 8.8), and writing standards, grade 8 (W 8.1, 8.5, 8.6, 8.9).


