TEACHER PAGES
Should Fernvale County Require Farms to Limit Fertilizer Runoff?
Debate kit · Grade 8 · Social Studies & Civics
A grade 8 debate kit weighing mandatory farm runoff limits against voluntary conservation, using real water-quality benchmarks and two-sided fictional evidence.
	Time
	2 sessions, about 60 minutes in all

	Prep
	Low prep

	Materials
	None

	Rubric
	At the end of this document

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



Objectives
1. Students will evaluate two-sided evidence on a fictional farm runoff regulation resolution.
1. Students will construct and deliver a rebuttal supported by named evidence from the Evidence File.

Standards
D2.Civ.13.6-8 (C3 Framework): Analyze the purposes, implementation, and consequences of public policies in multiple settings.
How this material addresses it: The Resolution and Background section applies the real purposes of the Clean Water Act to a county's decision about requiring farm runoff limits.
D2.Eco.2.6-8 (C3 Framework): Evaluate alternative approaches or solutions to current economic issues in terms of benefits and costs for different groups and society as a whole.
How this material addresses it: The Evidence File requires students to weigh the costs and benefits of a runoff requirement for farms against the benefits for downstream water quality.
Vocabulary
Dissolved oxygen: Dissolved oxygen is the oxygen gas mixed into water that fish and other underwater animals breathe. Cold, moving water holds more oxygen than warm, still water.
Also: runoff, algae bloom, voluntary program
Teacher overview
This is a two-team structured debate for a 55 to 60 minute block, with preparation extending into a short second session if needed. Students argue for or against a fictional county's proposal to require, rather than merely encourage, farms to limit fertilizer runoff into a local river, a resolution with genuine tension between protecting downstream water quality and the economic burden a new regulation places on farm operations.
Differentiation
Support (below grade level)
Provide a simplified evidence card for each side listing only the single strongest point in plain language, and give sentence starters for rebuttals: "Our opponents claim ___, but the evidence shows ___."
Extension (above grade level)
Give students a short definition of the buffer strip mentioned in the against case (a band of grass or trees left between a field and the water), ask them to explain how it might reduce runoff, then have them incorporate that reasoning into a stronger rebuttal for either side.
ELL supports
Pre-teach "runoff," "algae bloom," "dissolved oxygen," and "voluntary" with simple definitions and a labeled diagram showing fertilizer washing from a field into a river during rain. Allow students to deliver rebuttals from written notes rather than extemporaneously.
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Resolution & Background
Resolution: "Fernvale County should require, not just encourage, farms along Clearwater River to limit fertilizer runoff, even though the requirement will raise costs for farm operations."
Background: Fertilizer on farmland can wash into nearby rivers when it rains. It carries nitrogen and phosphorus into the water. These nutrients feed fast algae growth downstream. When that algae dies, it decomposes, and decomposing algae uses up oxygen in the water. Dissolved oxygen is the oxygen that fish take in from the water. Most fish need it to stay above 5 mg/L. Severe algae blooms can push oxygen below that level, and fish kills follow. Agriculture accounts for roughly 70% of the world's freshwater withdrawals. Farming is also central to the local economy that any new rule would affect. The Clearwater River in Fernvale County is fictional, and its algae blooms have worsened for three summers in a row. Now the county board must decide. It can require farms to cut runoff, or it can keep relying on the voluntary program already in place.
Evidence File
Case for requiring runoff limits:
1. Most fish need dissolved oxygen above 5 mg/L to survive. Algae blooms use up oxygen as they decompose. Unchecked runoff creates a real risk of fish kills. The voluntary program has not stopped that risk after three years. (Source: standard water-quality benchmark, EPA/USGS.)
1. A fictional group, the Clearwater River Coalition, was created for this debate. It testifies that fewer than half of the farms along the river have joined the voluntary program. It argues that a requirement is the only way to guarantee better water quality for every resident and business on the river. (Illustrative testimony created for this debate.)
1. The Clean Water Act's goal is to restore and protect the nation's waters, and it leaves most control of runoff from farm fields to state and local governments. Requiring runoff limits fits that law's purpose. That is especially true for a river with three straight years of documented algae blooms. (Source: general provisions of the federal Clean Water Act.)

Case against requiring runoff limits:
1. A fictional group, the Fernvale County Farm Bureau, was created for this debate. It argues that required runoff equipment would raise costs for family farms. Those farms already run on thin profit margins. The added cost could force some out of business or push up local food prices. (Illustrative testimony created for this debate.)
1. Agriculture accounts for roughly 70% of the world's freshwater withdrawals. That shows how central farming is to water use and to the local economy. A costly new rule aimed only at farms may not fairly share the cost of a problem the whole community shares. (Source: FAO / UN Water.)
1. A fictional survey was conducted for this debate. It found that most Fernvale County farms have already started voluntary runoff-reduction steps, such as buffer strips along the riverbank. The survey suggests the voluntary program may just need more time to work. (Illustrative survey created for this debate.)
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RUBRIC · FOR TEACHERS
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	Criterion
	Emerging
	Developing
	Proficient
	Advanced

	Evidence use
	Repeats a claim with no cited evidence from the Evidence File
	Cites one piece of evidence without explaining its relevance to the resolution
	Cites at least two pieces of evidence and explains how each supports the team's position
	Cites multiple pieces of evidence, explains their relevance, and anticipates the opposing side's likely response

	Rebuttal quality
	Does not respond to the opposing team's points
	Responds to an opposing point but without new evidence
	Directly rebuts a specific opposing point using evidence from the file
	Rebuts multiple opposing points and explains why the team's evidence outweighs them

	Organization & delivery
	Argument is difficult to follow; no clear structure
	Argument has a structure but transitions are unclear
	Argument follows a clear claim-evidence-conclusion structure
	Argument is clearly structured, confidently delivered, and directly responsive to the resolution
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