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Lesson Plan: Debating Tobacco Taxes 

By Rachel Roberson 

Featured resources 

The Lowdown: Should Smoking Be More Expensive? 

NPR: Would California’s Proposed Tobacco Tax Hike 

Reduce Smoking?  

KQED’s 2016 voter guide 

Opening quick write prompt:   

Proposition 56 would raise the tax on cigarettes and e-

cigarettes in California by $2, from its current rate of 87 cents to $2.87. Would you vote for or against 

Proposition 56?  Do you think making tobacco more expensive will get more smokers to quit or prevent 

people from starting in the first place? Why or why not?  

A quick write allows students to write down their thoughts before discussing the opening question in order to 

increase participation and make the discussion more accessible to English Language Learners.  

Objective 

 Students will examine and evaluate how government policies can affect citizens’ individual choices.  

 

 Students will analyze and evaluate Proposition 56, a measure that would raise the tax on cigarettes 

and e-cigarettes.  

Essential Question and Lesson Context 

How could raising the tobacco tax affect the lives of individual Californians? Should government policy 

be used to help individual citizens make healthier choices?   

In this lesson, students will analyze how Proposition 56 would affect the lives of Californians. Students 

will also consider on the costs and benefits of implementing a tobacco tax.  

Key vocabulary 

Pre-teach key vocabulary before students do the activity, especially if you have English Language Learners. After 

going over the simple definition, consider providing a visual aid or having students draw one. More ideas for how to 

pre-teach vocabulary can be found here.   

 

 

 

Dr. Jaus/Flickr 

https://wp.me/p681tQ-6ks
http://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2016/09/27/495439481/would-californias-proposed-tobacco-tax-hike-reduce-smoking
http://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2016/09/27/495439481/would-californias-proposed-tobacco-tax-hike-reduce-smoking
http://elections.kqed.org/
http://www.colorincolorado.org/article/vocabulary-development
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Word Simple definition 

Backer (n.) A supporter, often of a political candidate or policy. 

Earmark (v.) To designate (often in legislation) a certain amount of money for a specific project, 
program, or organization. 

Intermittent (adj.) Not constant or steady; occurring only occasionally. 

Revenue (n.) Money collected by the government through taxes; or money made privately 
through business ventures. 

 

 
Shortcoming (n.) A weakness in character; a personal fault or failure to meet expectations.  

 

Activity    

 As a class, in small groups or individually, students read this Lowdown post on Proposition 56.   

 

 Check for understanding: As a class or in groups, students make a three-column chart. In the first 

column, list what will happen if the proposition passes.  Don’t move on until the first column is 

complete.  Students label the other two columns “Who Benefits” and “Who Pays.” Working 

individually or in small groups, students complete the chart for each outcome.  

Example: 

What will happen if Prop 56 passes? Who benefits? Who pays? 

 

 Smokers will pay an extra $2 (total 
tax of $2.87) on every pack of 
cigarettes or tobacco purchase, 
including e-cigarettes. 
 

 The state will earn $1.2-1.6 
billion/year. 

 
The state of California, 
and smokers who are 
trying to quit. The extra 
revenue will go to 
programs to help 
people stop smoking 
and to Medi-Cal, the 
state’s health insurance 
program for low-
income residents. 
 

 
People who smoke and 
(potentially) tobacco 
companies.  
 

 

 Following their own analysis of Proposition 56, students listen to or read the featured Lowdown 

and/or NPR stories in preparation for the discussion below.  

 

 

 

 

https://wp.me/p681tQ-6ks
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Discussion questions 

  Who benefits the most from Proposition 56? Who is most negatively impacted?  

 

 Do you think it’s fair to tax tobacco products at higher rates than other products? Explain using 

evidence. 

 

 What did the state of New York do to try to get people to stop smoking? Did it work?  

 

 Do you think raising the price of cigarettes by $2 per pack will actually get a lot of smokers to quit, 

and prevent other people from starting? Why or why not?  

 

 If Proposition 56 passes, most of the money from the new tax would go to the Medi-Cal program, 

which provides healthcare to low-income Californians. Do you think this is the best way to use 

money? Why or why not?  

 

 So … would you vote for Proposition 56? Support your answer with evidence. 

Circle chats, small-group discussions and think-pair-share provide a safer space for students to practice speaking 

and listening, and also boost participation during whole-class discussions.   

Extension activities 

Pro/con infographics: Using what they’ve learned about Proposition 56 (or any election issue) students 

make their case with a poster-making or presentation tool such as Prezi, Easel.ly, Piktochart, Infogr.am. 

Templates that show cost/benefit, cause/effect or if/then scenarios will work best for this project. 

A national platform for your students’ voices: Students make their voices heard on issues they care 

about by participating in Letters to the Next President 2.0.  This national initiative gives youth a platform 

to express their opinion about election issues that matter most to them.  Teachers must sign up and get 

a group code that students can use to upload letters. For more resources and examples, see also KQED’s 

student video project, My Backyard Campaign. 

Common Core standards   

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1 Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 
inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to 
support conclusions drawn from the text. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7 Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, 
including visually and quantitatively, as well as in words. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W1 Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence. 

 

http://www.colorincolorado.org/article/increase-student-interaction-think-pair-shares-and-circle-chats
http://www.colorincolorado.org/article/increase-student-interaction-think-pair-shares-and-circle-chats
https://prezi.com/index/
http://www.easel.ly/
https://piktochart.com/
https://infogr.am/
http://letters2president.org/
http://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/2016/03/19/my-backyard-campaign-students-weigh-in-on-the-big-issues-of-the-2016-election-videos/
http://ww2.kqed.org/lowdown/2016/03/19/my-backyard-campaign-students-weigh-in-on-the-big-issues-of-the-2016-election-videos/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/7/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/8/1/

