TEACHER PAGES
A Withdrawal Fee for the Tarleton Basin: A Grade 11 Debate Kit
Debate kit · Grade 11 · Social Studies & Civics
Teams argue a fictional bill that would charge farms, factories, and utilities for the water they pump from a shared basin, using a two-sided evidence file.
	Time
	2 sessions, about 90 minutes in all

	Prep
	Low prep

	Materials
	• Printed evidence file, one per student
• Timer for the moderator

	Rubric
	At the end of this document

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



Objectives
1. Students will construct an argument about a water pricing bill using evidence attributed to a named source.
1. Students will rebut an opposing case on its strongest point rather than a weaker restatement of it.
1. Students will explain how a fee on withdrawal shifts costs among farms, factories, utilities, and households.

Standards
D2.Eco.1.9-12 (C3 Framework): Analyze how incentives influence choices that may result in policies with a range of costs and benefits for different groups.
How this material addresses it: The evidence file asks students to trace how a per-volume fee changes the incentives of farms, factories, and utilities, and whom the resulting costs reach.
WHST.11-12.1 (Common Core ELA): Write arguments focused on discipline-specific content.
How this material addresses it: Each speaker writes a constructive case with a claim, evidence drawn from the file, and an anticipated rebuttal before the first round begins.
D2.Civ.9.9-12 (C3 Framework): Use appropriate deliberative processes in multiple settings.
How this material addresses it: The two-round format with assigned roles, timed speeches, and a judged decision gives students a structured deliberative process to run.
Vocabulary
Consumptive use: The share of water that is truly used up, by evaporating or being taken up by plants, so it cannot return to the river for others. The rest flows back and can be used again downstream.
Also: withdrawal, externality, cost-share, basin fund, instream flow, threshold, pass-through cost
Teacher overview
In most states a large water user pays for pumps, pipes, and power, and pays nothing for the water itself once a permit is granted. A bill that would charge by the gallon is therefore a change in kind rather than in degree, and it divides people who agree on the underlying science. This kit runs as two teams of three across two class sessions, with a moderator, three student judges, and two rounds of constructive speeches and rebuttals. The resolution is genuinely contested, because the fee raises money for work the basin needs while landing on food producers and manufacturers who compete with firms in states that charge nothing.
Differentiation
Support
Give these students a case template with the claim sentence and three evidence slots already labeled, and assign them the constructive rather than the rebuttal. Provide a one-page condensed evidence file with three points per side, and allow the written case to be submitted as a bulleted outline with full sentences in the claim and the concession.
Extension
Ask these students to draft an amendment to the fictional bill that charges on consumptive use rather than withdrawal, then to argue in a three-minute speech whether the amendment strengthens or weakens the case for the bill overall, naming which evidence points it neutralizes on each side.
ELL supports
Pre-teach withdrawal, consumptive use, threshold, and pass-through cost with a simple diagram showing water leaving a river, part returning, and part leaving as crop or steam. Provide speech frames: "Our claim is that ___," "The strongest point against us is ___, and it fails because ___," and "According to ___, ___." Allow speakers to deliver from a full written script and to use a bilingual glossary during the round.
Extensions
Have students find out whether their own state charges anything for a water withdrawal permit, using the state environmental or natural resources agency's public fee schedule, and write a paragraph comparing what they find with the fictional House Bill 214 on two points.
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Resolution & Background
Resolution: The state should charge every user who withdraws more than 100,000 gallons per day from the Tarleton Basin an annual fee based on the volume withdrawn.
Background. The Tarleton Basin is fictional, and every local figure in this kit was invented for the debate. The basin drains seven counties into the Ludlam River. Its large water users are about 340 irrigated farms, three municipal utilities serving roughly 140,000 people in total, two food processing plants, and one paper mill. Each holds a state permit to withdraw water. The permits are free once issued. Users pay only for the cost of pumping, treating, and delivering.
Late summer flows in the Ludlam River have fallen over the past twenty years. The state reports more days each August when the river drops below the level its own rule sets for fish. Nobody in the basin disputes the measurements. The dispute is about who should pay to change the pattern.
House Bill 214 is a fictional bill written for this debate. It would charge $12 for every million gallons withdrawn above the threshold. Revenue would go to a basin fund for streamflow monitoring, leak repair grants to small utilities, and cost-share payments for irrigation efficiency. Users below the threshold would pay nothing.
Roles. The affirmative team of three defends the resolution. The negative team of three opposes it. A moderator keeps time and enforces the speaking order. Three judges score with the rubric and deliver a decision with reasons. Speaking order in each round is affirmative constructive, negative constructive, negative rebuttal, affirmative rebuttal, with four minutes for constructives and three for rebuttals.
Preparation requirement. Every speaker submits a written case before the first round. The case must state a claim, cite at least three points from the evidence file by name, and name the strongest point on the other side.
Evidence File
Case for the withdrawal fee
1. A free input gets used as though it were free. When a resource carries no price, users have no reason to weigh the cost their withdrawal imposes on everyone downstream. Source: standard economic reasoning about unpriced inputs.
1. The basin fund pays for work nobody is funding now. Streamflow monitoring, small-utility leak repair, and irrigation efficiency all reduce withdrawal, and none of them has a dedicated revenue source in the basin today. Source: the fictional fiscal note attached to House Bill 214.
1. The pipes need money that rates alone are not raising. EPA's needs assessment estimates $625 billion in drinking water infrastructure investment is needed over twenty years, with distribution pipes accounting for about two-thirds of the need. A fee that funds leak repair addresses part of that need directly. Source: EPA Drinking Water Infrastructure Needs Survey and Assessment.
1. Agriculture is where the volume is. Agriculture accounts for roughly seventy percent of global freshwater withdrawals, so a fee that reaches irrigation reaches the largest share of use rather than only the most visible users. Source: FAO and UN Water.
1. The threshold protects small users. The bill exempts everyone below 100,000 gallons per day, which leaves households, small businesses, and most family gardens outside the fee entirely. Source: the text of the fictional House Bill 214.

Case against the withdrawal fee
1. The fee reaches households anyway. Utilities are large withdrawers, and a utility that pays the fee recovers it in rates. Combined US water and sewer bills already rose about 24% from 2019 to 2024 and about 5.1% in 2025, outpacing inflation. Source: Bluefield Research and industry rate surveys.
1. A fee at this level changes little behavior. A per-gallon charge small enough to be politically possible is usually too small to shift a farm's irrigation decisions, so the state collects revenue without reducing withdrawal. Source: testimony of the fictional Tarleton County Farm Bureau to the state agriculture committee.
1. Competing producers pay nothing across the state line. The two food plants and the paper mill sell into a national market against firms in states with no withdrawal charge, so the fee is a cost their competitors do not carry. Source: the fictional Ludlam Valley Manufacturers Association.
1. Withdrawal is not the same as consumption. A plant that withdraws water, uses it for cooling, and returns nearly all of it to the river pays the same as a farm that consumes almost everything it pumps. Charging on withdrawal rather than consumptive use aims at the wrong quantity. Source: the fictional written comment of a basin hydrologist to the state water board.
1. Small utilities are the least able to absorb it. A widely used rule of thumb, built by adding two EPA benchmarks, treats combined water and sewer costs above roughly 4.5% of household income as a high burden, and the basin's smallest utility already serves the lowest-income towns in the seven counties. Source: EPA Water Affordability Needs Assessment (2024), applied to the fictional basin.

Note on sources. Points attributed to a Farm Bureau, a manufacturers association, a hydrologist, or a fiscal note are invented for this debate and should be treated as illustrative testimony. Points attributed to EPA, FAO, and rate surveys are drawn from published material.
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	Criterion
	Emerging
	Developing
	Proficient
	Advanced

	Claim and case structure
	The claim is implied or shifts between speeches.
	A claim is stated, but the speech does not organize evidence behind it.
	A precise claim opens the constructive and every point supports it.
	The claim is precise and qualified, and the speech names the condition under which it would fail.

	Use of evidence
	Fewer than three points are cited, or a point is described inaccurately.
	Three points are cited, some only as decoration for a claim already made.
	Three or more points are cited by name and accurately, each doing work the case needs.
	Evidence is used with judgment, including one point from the other side that the speaker answers rather than ignores.

	Rebuttal quality
	The rebuttal answers a position the other team did not take.
	The rebuttal responds generally without engaging a specific point.
	The rebuttal names the opposing team's strongest point and answers it directly.
	The rebuttal concedes accurately what the other side established and shows why the case still stands.

	Distinguishing fact from testimony
	Invented testimony is presented as a published finding.
	The distinction is made once, then dropped.
	Published sources and invented testimony are labeled correctly throughout.
	The speaker explains why a published figure carries more weight than testimony on a contested point.

	Delivery and process
	Time limits and speaking order are not observed.
	Time is exceeded once, or notes are read without engagement.
	Speeches fit the time, follow the order, and address the judges.
	Delivery is clear and responsive, and the speaker adjusts the case in real time to what the round has produced.
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