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Overview of Lesson Plan: In this lesson, students learn about how taxes are levied based on taxable income. They then analyze how a new series of tax cuts might affect people of different income levels and their tax rates.

Suggested Time Allowance: 1 hour

Objectives: 

Students will:

1. Understand the uses of and considerations in levying taxes. 

2. Learn about how the Bush administration’s tax cuts are affecting the income divide by reading and discussing the article “Richest Are Leaving Even the Rich Far Behind.”

3. Calculate tax rates from taxable incomes and assess how the tax cuts might affect a particular income earner.

4. Reflect on how society as a whole is affected by inequalities in the tax system. 

Resources / Materials: 

-student journals

-pens/pencils

-paper

-classroom board

-copies of the article “Richest Are Leaving Even the Rich Far Behind,” found online at http://www.nytimes.com/learning/students/pop/articles/20050607tuesday.html (one per student)

-copies of 2005 Tax Rate Schedules for Single Payers, found online at http://www.fairmark.com/refrence/index.htm (one per student)

-copies of "The Wealthiest Benefit More from Tax Cuts" graphic, found online at http://www.nytimes.com/packages/khtml/2005/06/05/national/20050605_HYPER_GRAPHIC.html (one per student)

-slips of paper with one of the following income amounts written on each ($6,000; $19,000; $34,000; $60,000; $100,000; $135,000; $225,000; $1,000,000; $2,000,000) (enough for each student to have one slip)

Activities / Procedures: 

1. WARM-UP/DO NOW: Upon entering class, students respond to the following prompt in their journals (written on the board prior to class): “What different types of services do taxpayers pay for? List at least ten services and/or programs. Then write about whether you agree or disagree with the following statement, and why: Those who earn more money should pay more taxes.” After a few minutes, allow students to share their responses.

2. As a class, read and discuss the article “Richest Are Leaving Even the Rich Far Behind” (http://www.nytimes.com/learning/students/pop/articles/20050607tuesday.html), focusing on the following questions: a. What are the income characteristics of the “hyper-rich” compared to the “very rich”? b. According to the article, how are the Bush administration’s tax cuts predicted to affect certain groups of taxpayers over its first fifteen years after 2001? c. How did The New York Times analyze how these tax cuts would affect the very richest of Americans?  d. What were some of the newspaper’s findings, through this analysis? e. What is the alternative minimum tax? f. Why is some income not subject to taxation? g. What are some examples of how the Bush tax cuts will affect different income earners over the next decade? h. How might the widening gap between the hyper-rich and everyone else affect society, according to various experts? i. What has been the trend in economic mobility in the United States in recent years?

3. Hand out copies of the 2005 Tax Rate Schedules for Single Payers, found online at http://www.fairmark.com/refrence/index.htm. Tell students to imagine that the median income for an American in 2005 is approximately $42,000, of which about $31,000 is taxable. As a class, walk through the steps of calculating the amount of taxes to be paid at this income level, using the tax rate schedule. (Answer: The tax is $4,665, which is $4,090 [base amount] plus 25% of the difference between $31,000 and $29,700 [0.25 x $2,300 =$575].) If needed, students may practice the simple calculation using other taxable income amounts, such as $15,000 or $60,000 or $900,000.

4. Then hand to each student a slip of paper with one of the following income amounts written on each ($6,000; $19,000; $34,000; $60,000; $100,000; $135,000; $225,000. Then hand to each student a copy of the New York Times graphic "The Wealthiest Benefit More from Tax Cuts" (http://www.nytimes.com/packages/khtml/2005/06/05/national/20050605_HYPER_GRAPHIC.html). Students should imagine that their taxable income is the amount written on the slip of paper and should individually answer the following questions, using the New York Times graphic and the tax rate schedule (written on the board or copied into a handout for easier student access): -How much would your taxes be using the 2005 Tax Rate Schedule for Single Payers? -What is the number of taxpayers in the United States who fall into the same income range as you for 2005? -Assuming that this number of taxpayers each pay on average the same amount of taxes you do, how much revenue is generated by this income range for the government? -How would your share of federal taxes be affected by the Bush administration tax cuts? Describe the effect in words, based on the New York Times article and graphic.

5. Shuffle the students to form groups of about 3-4 each with representation from several different incomes. Have students share in their groups the results, and what they have learned about their calculations of their estimated taxes. Ask students to share with their peers how they feel the tax cuts would affect them personally, if they earned incomes at their given level. How does the government stand to benefit or lose money, and from whom, with the new tax cuts? Are the tax cuts “fair” to someone who makes your income level? What kind of hardship, if any, might it place on you, and why?

6. WRAP-UP/HOMEWORK: At the end of class, explain to students that The New York Times is addressing class issues in a series of articles titled Class Matters, including the article they just read. Read aloud the description created by The Times, which defines class as “a combination of income, education, wealth and occupation.” Ask students to think about how social class is affected by taxes as described in the article.

7. For homework, students individually write a brief essay, responding to the following prompt: “You just discussed with your peers about how the Bush administration’s tax cuts might affect individuals making a certain income. How might the tax cuts affect society as a whole? What might happen if the tax rates on the working class and low-income workers placed an additional burden on this class? What might happen if the hyper-rich were allowed to maintain more of their income, without taxation? Do you support or oppose the new tax cuts instituted by the Bush administration? Why?” In a future class, students may share their responses and then discuss why “class matters” when it comes to taxation.

Further Questions for Discussion: 

-What is “taxable” income?

-What are the different types of taxes?

-What are the different types of services for which taxes pay?

-Why is it said that nothing more certain than “death and taxes”?

Evaluation / Assessment: 

Students will be evaluated based on initial journal responses, thoughtful participation in class discussions, correct calculations of tax schedules for different income levels, analysis of how a particular taxpayer might be affected by a tax cut, and reflection on taxation and class. s

Vocabulary: 

dismissive, hyper-rich, Croesus, adjusted, disproportionate, reauthorized, differentiate, eliminated, burden, indefinitely, devised, accumulation, innovation, marginal, profoundly, meritocracy, strivers, mobility

Extension Activities: 

1. Use census statistics from the 1990 and 2000 United States censuses to compare the mean, mode and median household incomes per family by state. Create a graph that compares the two censuses and write a two-paragraph summary of the data including what each measurement index reflects.

2. Develop an offshoot of the television show "Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous" which focuses on the working class.

3. Peruse the types of tax documents required when filing taxes in the United States by looking at the forms available online at the Internal Revenue Service (http://www.irs.gov/). Write a letter to the I.R.S. about the ease or difficulty in understanding these documents and how a person’s class (income, education, wealth, and occupation) plays a role in his or her understanding of these documents.

4. Research the campaign of Steve Forbes during the 1996 presidential election, and describe your understanding of his support for the “flat tax.” Why did he feel such a system would be a progressive step beyond the current tax system in the United States? How did this platform affect his candidacy? How might his ideas be received in the current economic climate? Write a series of newspaper articles about this topic.

5. Prepare a math lesson designed for elementary students in which you use percentages to describe “absolute versus relative” amounts of tax. To what is an amount relative, and how might you get a person to understand the importance of differentiating between these two terms?

6. Re-tell the story of Croesus in a modern setting.

7. Analyze the “Not Since the 20’s Roared” graphic from the New York Times (found online at http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2005/06/05/national/06HYPERA_GRAPHIC.html). What does it mean for a taxpayer to be in the “top 0.1 percent,” according to this graphic? How has the percentage of the nation’s income earned by this top 0.1 percent changed since the 1920s? Why is that important? Write a sidebar article that describes some of the implications of the data from the graph.

Interdisciplinary Connections: 

American History - Chart, on a timeline, momentous events in the development of taxes in the history of the United States. How and why were anti-tax sentiments directly responsible for the founding of the country?

Global Studies - Compare the Gross Domestic Product per capita of different countries. Choose countries of different levels of development, different geographies (i.e. large-small, coastal-landlocked, tropical-temperate, etc.) and compare. Start your research on GDP and population data from the World Bank World Development Indicators 2005 database, found online at http://devdata.worldbank.org/data-query/.

Language Arts - Read works by and commentaries about F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway to give social and historical context to the quotes attributed to them in the first paragraph of the New York Times article. Using your information, write a longer conversation between the two writers about money and the rich.

Teaching with The Times - Look over the newspaper for examples of articles or advertisements that reflect a particular income level or social class. For example, what is the average cost of listings in the real estate section of the Times? Or what are some suggested activities in the New York Times “activity” or “weekend” sections, and how much might these activities cost? Using this evidence, write a short paragraph in which you describe what you feel is the average income of the typical New York Times subscriber and why. To order The New York Times for your classroom, click here.

Academic Content Standards:
This lesson plan may be used to address the academic standards listed below. These standards are drawn from Content Knowledge: A Compendium of Standards and Benchmarks for K-12 Education: 2nd Edition and have been provided courtesy of the Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning in Aurora, Colorado.
In addition, this lesson plan may be used to address the academic standards of a specific state. Links are provided where available from each McREL standard to the Achieve website containing state standards for over 40 states. The state standards are from Achieve's National Standards Clearinghouse and have been provided courtesy of Achieve, Inc. in Cambridge Massachusetts and Washington, DC.
Grades 6-8

Behavioral Studies Standard 2 - Understands various meanings of social group, general implications of group membership, and different ways that groups function. Benchmark: Understands that a large society may be made up of many groups, and these groups may contain many distinctly different subcultures (e.g., associated with region, ethnic origin, social class, interests, values) 

Behavioral Studies Standard 4 - Understands conflict, cooperation, and interdependence among individuals, groups, and institutions. Benchmark: Understands how role, status, and social class may affect interactions of individuals and social groups

Civics Standard 9 - Understands the importance of Americans sharing and supporting certain values, beliefs, and principles of American constitutional democracy. Benchmark: Knows how an American's identity stems from belief in and allegiance to shared political values and principles, and how this identity differs from that of most other nations, which often base their identity on such things as ethnicity, race, religion, class, language, gender, or national origin 

Mathematics Standard 1 - Uses a variety of strategies in the problem-solving process. Benchmarks: Understands how to break a complex problem into simpler parts or use a similar problem type to solve a problem; Uses a variety of strategies to understand problem-solving situations and processes; Understands that there is no one right way to solve mathematical problems but that there are different methods; Formulates a problem, determines information required to solve the problem, chooses methods for obtaining this information, and sets limits for acceptable solutions; Represents problem situations in and translates among oral, written, concrete, pictorial, and graphical forms; Constructs informal logical arguments to justify reasoning processes and methods of solutions to problems; Uses a variety of reasoning processes

Mathematics Standard 9 - Understands the general nature and uses of mathematics. Benchmarks: Understands that mathematics has been helpful in practical ways for many centuries; Understands that mathematicians often represent real things using abstract ideas like numbers or lines--they then work with these abstractions to learn about the things they represent

Language Arts Standard 1 - Uses the general skills and strategies of the writing process. Benchmarks: Uses content, style, and structure (e.g., formal or informal language, genre, organization) appropriate for specific audiences (e.g., public, private) and purposes (e.g., to entertain, to influence, to inform); Writes persuasive compositions; Writes compositions that address problems/solutions 

Language Arts Standard 8 - Uses listening and speaking strategies for different purposes. Benchmarks: Plays a variety of roles in group discussions; Asks questions to seek elaboration and clarification of ideas; Uses strategies to enhance listening comprehension

Grades 9-12 Behavioral Studies Standard 1 - Understands that group and cultural influences contribute to human development, identity, and behavior. Benchmarks: Understands that social distinctions are a part of every culture, but they take many different forms (e.g., rigid classes based solely on parentage, gradations based on the acquisition of skill, wealth, and/or education); Understands that people often take differences (e.g., in speech, dress, behavior, physical features) to be signs of social class; Understands that the difficulty of moving from one social class to another varies greatly with time, place, and economic circumstances  Civics Standard 13 - Understands the character of American political and social conflict and factors that tend to prevent or lower its intensity. Benchmarks: Knows how universal public education and the existence of a popular culture that crosses class boundaries have tended to reduce the intensity of political conflict (e.g., by creating common ground among diverse groups)  Mathematics Standard 1 - Uses a variety of strategies in the problem-solving process. Benchmarks: Uses a variety of strategies to understand new mathematical content and to develop more efficient solution methods or problem extensions; Constructs logical verifications or counter examples to test conjectures and to justify algorithms and solutions to problems; Understands connections between equivalent representations and corresponding procedures of the same problem situation or mathematical concept; Understands the components of mathematical modeling Mathematics Standard 9 - Understands the general nature and uses of mathematics. Benchmarks: Understands that mathematics is the study of any pattern or relationship, but natural science is the study of those patterns that are relevant to the observable world; Understands that mathematics began long ago to help solve practical problems; however, it soon focused on abstractions drawn from the world and then on abstract relationships among those abstractions; Understands that theories in mathematics are greatly influenced by practical issues--real-world problems sometimes result in new mathematical theories and pure mathematical theories sometimes have highly practical applications; Understands that mathematics provides a precise system to describe objects, events, and relationships and to construct logical arguments Language Arts Standard 1 - Uses the general skills and strategies of the writing process. Benchmarks: Uses strategies to address writing to different audiences; Uses strategies to adapt writing for different purposes; Writes fictional, biographical, autobiographical, and observational narrative compositions; Writes persuasive compositions that address problems/solutions or causes/effects; Writes reflective compositions  Language Arts Standard 8 - Uses listening and speaking strategies for different purposes. Benchmarks: Asks questions as a way to broaden and enrich classroom discussions; Uses a variety of strategies to enhance listening comprehension; Adjusts message wording and delivery to particular audiences and for particular purposes (e.g., to defend a position, to entertain, to inform, to persuade)
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