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Plea Bargains
B Y  K E L L Y  Y O U N G - R A Y M O R E 

G R A D E  L E V E L :  1 0 T H – 1 2 T H  G R A D E S

Objectives

• Understand the concept of plea bargains and their role in the criminal justice system

• Analyze the advantages and disadvantages of plea bargains

• Evaluate the ethical implications of plea bargains
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Vocabulary

• Plea bargain • Exonerate • Coercive 

Materials

• Whiteboard or blackboard

• Smartphone, tablet or computer 

• Tape

• Pen and paper for students

Warm-Up (about 10 minutes)

Step 1: Display this quote from William E. Gladstone on the board: “Justice delayed is 

justice denied.” 

Step 2: Ask students to reflect on the quote and write a short paragraph explaining what 

they think it means.

Step 3: After a few minutes, ask a few students to share their interpretations with the class.

Lesson Activities

ACTIVITY 1: PLEA BARGAINING VIDEO (10 MINUTES)

Step 1: Engage students by asking if they have heard of the term “plea bargain” and what 

they think it means. Provide a few minutes to discuss the topic. 

Step 2: Play Sphere’s video “Plea Bargaining” with Clark Neily  

Step 3: Discuss with the whole group the reasons why plea bargains are used, including 

reducing court congestion, saving time and resources, and ensuring a more predictable 

outcome.

ACTIVITY 2: GALLERY WALK (35 MINUTES)

Step 1: Explain to students that they will complete a gallery walk to explore real cases 

involving plea bargains. (Print the gallery walk pages at the end of this lesson and place 

them in stations around the room. Alternatively, the gallery walk may be completed 

virtually via Google Slides.) 

Step 2: Facilitate a debrief or a discussion after the gallery walk. You will find possible 

discussion questions attached to this lesson plan to help students get started.
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Exit Ticket (10 minutes)

Step 1: Ask students to write a brief reflection on what they learned about plea bargains.

Step 2: Prompt students to consider their own opinions on the use of plea bargains and ask 

whether they believe plea bargains are a fair and effective tool in the criminal justice system.

Step 3: Collect the exit tickets as a formative assessment of students’ understanding  

and opinions.

Optional Extension Activities

ACTIVITY 1

Step 1: Encourage students to explore the National Registry of Exonerations to research 

cases from their home state. 

Step 2: For either formative or summative collaborative assessment work, have students 

create a slideshow demonstrating the role of plea bargaining in the case they researched.

ACTIVITY 2

Step 1: Listen to “How Are Plea Bargains Coercive?,” Cato Daily Podcast, from July 19, 2021.

Step 2: Have students discuss the episode with partners for a few minutes.

Step 3: Ask students to write a short review of the episode. Tip: This can also be made into a 

homework assignment for independent work.

ACTIVITY 3

Invite a defense attorney and prosecutor to speak with your students about the plea bargaining 

process. Your local bar association or court community liaison is a good place to start.

Common Core Standards

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.10.1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support 

analysis of what the text explicitly says, as well as inferences drawn from the text.

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.10.2: Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its 

development over the course of the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and 

refined by specific details; provide an objective summary of the text.

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.10.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative 

discussions (one-on-one, group, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9–10 

topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and 

persuasively

https://shows.acast.com/5e28e0d8963f166217546493/episodes/60f5a83ed13a690012d90735?
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Gallery Walk Handout

“‘A School for Suicide’: How Kalief Browder Learned to Kill Himself During 3 Years at Rikers 

Jail,” Democracy Now!, YouTube video, June 3, 2016.

https://youtu.be/iJV2vfDki1E?si=CDdvFwJJCNaHgQ_G
https://youtu.be/iJV2vfDki1E?si=CDdvFwJJCNaHgQ_G
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“Larry Ruffin,” Innocence Project New Orleans

https://ip-no.org/what-we-do/free-innocent-prisoners/client-profiles/larry-ruffin/
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“Patrick Waller & Mike Ware StoryCorps,” Innocence Network, YouTube video,  

September 21, 2023.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&si=9qCdVGp2sBqKayLU&v=HYYzAP-Vk90&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=InnocenceNetwork
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“America’s Guilty Plea Problem: JoAnn Taylor,” Innocence Project, YouTube video,  

January 23, 2017.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&si=8q5LL_RE1JBcRwMV&v=G6VEpX_HsD0&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=innocenceproject
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“Anthony Gray,” Innocence Project.

https://innocenceproject.org/cases/anthony-gray/
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“Christopher Ochoa,” Innocence Project.

https://innocenceproject.org/cases/christopher-ochoa/
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Gallery Walk Instructions

Step 1: Place each page in a different station or tape each to a wall.

Step 2: Students should scan the QR code using a smartphone or computer camera; each 

QR code takes students to an article or video of a case that involves a plea bargain.

Step 3: Allow students roughly eight minutes at each station. Students may rotate 

independently or in small groups.

Optional Discussion Questions

• What were the commonalities you noticed between each of the cases? 

• What were the disparities?

• What factors influenced the defendants’ decisions in the cases? 

• After reviewing the various cases, how does plea bargaining affect the accused’s 

constitutional rights, such as to a fair trial? Explain. 

• What impact does plea bargaining have on the criminal justice system’s ability to achieve 

justice and fairness?


