TEACHER PAGES
A Water Plant Operator in Coppervale: Duties, License, and Pay
Career spotlight · Grade 5 · Careers & CTE
A grade 5 career spotlight that follows a Coppervale water plant operator through one shift, with the license path, real pay figures, and discussion questions.
	Time
	30 minutes

	Prep
	No prep

	Materials
	None

	Answer key
	At the end of this document

	License
	Public domain (CC0). Copy, edit, and share freely, without attribution.



Objectives
1. Students will describe two daily tasks a water treatment plant operator does during a shift.
1. Students will explain the steps in the path to earning an operator license.
1. Students will use the pay figures to reason about the value of a higher license class.

Standards
RI.5.1 (Common Core ELA): Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text.
How this material addresses it: Question 1 asks students to find and copy one exact sentence from the profile that names a task the operator does, practicing accurate quoting.
D2.Eco.1.3-5 (C3 Framework): Compare the benefits and costs of individual choices.
How this material addresses it: Question 4 has students compare one benefit and one cost of the operator's choice to study for a higher license class, the benefit-cost reasoning this standard names.
Vocabulary
Key words: operator, license, water sample, chlorine
Teacher overview
This profile follows a water treatment plant operator through one work shift and then explains how a person earns the license the job requires. It is written for grade 5 as a plain, readable picture of a real water-sector role, with pay and job-outlook figures drawn from federal labor data. Operator work after high school is one path into the water field, and the profile presents it as equal to college and science paths.
Differentiation
Support
Give students a simple four-box path graphic (High school diploma, then On-the-job training, then Pass the state test, then Class 1 to 4 license) to reference while they answer questions 3 and 4. Allow question 1 to be answered by underlining a sentence in the printed profile instead of copying it.
Extension
Ask students to write two or three sentences comparing the operator path with a college path to becoming an environmental engineer, using only the profile's statement that both paths matter. Students should describe one thing that is similar and one thing that is different.
ELL supports
Pre-teach "operator," "license," "sample," and "chlorine" with a labeled photo of a plant lab and a simple definition for each. Allow questions 1, 2, and 3 to be answered with short phrases or labeled pictures rather than full sentences.
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Career Profile
Nadia is a water plant operator in the town of Coppervale, a made-up town used for this profile. Her job is to make river water safe to drink. She is the person who checks it before it reaches people's homes.
A shift starts early. First, Nadia looks at the plant's screens. The screens show how much water is moving through the plant. They also show how much cleaning chemical is being added. Next she walks the plant floor. She looks at the filters. She listens to the pumps. She fills a small cup of water, called a water sample, at a few spots. Then she tests each sample in the plant lab. One test checks the chlorine level. Chlorine keeps germs from growing in the water. If a reading looks wrong, Nadia fixes it right away. She writes every reading in a log.
Nadia earned her job step by step. First she finished high school. Then she trained on the job with an operator who already had a license. Every state makes operators pass a test to earn a license. In Nadia's state, the licenses come in classes, from Class 1 up to Class 4. Other states name their levels differently. A small plant may need a Class 1 or Class 2 operator. A large city plant needs a Class 3 or Class 4 operator. Nadia is studying for her next class right now.
The pay for this work is steady. In 2025 the middle pay for these operators was $60,020 a year. The lower-paid tenth earned less than $39,110. The higher-paid tenth earned more than $91,060. Pay tends to grow with a higher license class. The Bureau of Labor Statistics expects about 10,000 operator openings each year through 2035. That count is for operators, not the whole water field. Those openings come from replacing workers who retire or move to other jobs. About one in three water workers can retire within the next ten years. That is a big reason the field keeps hiring. Being an operator is one good path in water, and it is not the only one. Some people start right after high school. Others earn college degrees to become engineers or scientists. Each of these paths matters.
Student Handout
Answer each question using the profile.
1. Find and copy one sentence from the profile that names something Nadia does during her shift.




1. What does chlorine do in the water?




1. In Nadia's state, what are the four license classes called, and which class does a large city plant need?




1. Nadia can study to earn a higher license class. One benefit is higher pay. Name one cost of choosing to study for that higher class.




1. Explain why the water field has many job openings even though it is not adding many brand-new jobs.
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1. Answer: Any exact sentence that states a task, such as "She fills a small cup of water, called a water sample, at a few spots." Accept any correctly copied task sentence.
1. Answer: Chlorine keeps germs from growing in the water, which helps keep the water safe to drink.
1. Answer: The classes are Class 1, Class 2, Class 3, and Class 4. A large city plant needs a Class 3 or Class 4 operator.
1. Answer: Accept any real cost, such as the time and effort spent studying, giving up free time, or the work of passing a harder test. The benefit of higher pay is weighed against that cost.
1. Answer: The openings come from replacing workers who retire or change jobs, not from new jobs being added. About one in three water workers can retire within ten years, so towns must hire replacements.
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