TEACHER PAGES
Should Ryecroft County Fund a Water Operator Academy?
Writing prompt · Grade 9 · Social Studies & Civics
A grade 9 argument writing prompt in which students weigh a fictional county's operator training academy against an open scholarship fund, using BLS workforce data.
	Time
	2 sessions, about 90 minutes in all

	Prep
	No prep

	Materials
	None

	Exemplar and rubric
	At the end of this document

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



Objectives
1. Students will state a defensible claim about a county spending decision.
1. Students will support a claim using workforce and wage data provided in the prompt.
1. Students will state and answer a counterclaim rather than ignoring it.

Standards
W.9-10.1 (Common Core ELA): Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
How this material addresses it: Students write an argument that states a claim about the Ryecroft proposal, supports it with the provided workforce data, and answers a counterclaim.
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 prompt asks students to analyze how a targeted training subsidy and an open scholarship create different incentives with different costs for county residents.
Vocabulary
Key words: certification, vacancy rate, subsidy, counterclaim, opportunity cost
Teacher overview
A county with a fixed amount of training money must decide whether to aim it at a single occupation or let students spend it on whatever program they choose. This prompt places that choice in a fictional county whose water plants are short of licensed operators, and asks students to argue for a targeted training academy or for an open scholarship fund of the same size. The workforce and wage figures come from federal agencies and a public policy research organization, so students argue from real numbers about a fictional decision. The task is genuinely two-sided, because the targeted plan solves a specific public problem while the open plan respects a wider range of student goals.
Differentiation
Support
Give students in the fictional Ryecroft County task a partially completed organizer with the claim row filled in for each plan, so they choose a side and build reasons rather than starting from a blank page. Provide the four cited figures on separate cards so students can sort them by which reason they support.
Extension
Ask students to draft a third plan for the fictional county that splits the $480,000 between the two purposes, then write one paragraph defending the split against a board member who says a divided fund solves neither problem. The paragraph must state how the split would be measured for success.
ELL supports
Pre-teach "vacancy," "certification," "subsidy," and "counterclaim" using a simple chart of the fictional county's seven plants with vacant positions marked. Provide sentence frames: "The board should fund ___ because ___," "According to ___, ___," and "Some people argue that ___, but ___."
Extensions
Students find their own state's operator certification requirements, using only the state environmental agency's published certification page, and write a paragraph comparing the real exam classes to the license classes described in the fictional Ryecroft scenario. A second option is a short structured discussion on whether a county should ever aim scholarship money at one occupation, using the essays students have already written as opening statements.
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Name	   Date	
Should Ryecroft County Fund a Water Operator Academy?
Grade 9 · Social Studies & Civics
Prompt
Background. Ryecroft County is fictional, written for this prompt, and so are its budget figures. The workforce data below is real and is cited to its source.
Ryecroft County runs five drinking water plants and two wastewater plants. Its utilities director reports that 14 of the county's 61 operator positions are vacant. Three of the five drinking water plants now have only one certified operator on staff, which means a single illness can leave a plant without a licensed person on site. Every vacancy must be filled by someone who holds a state operator license.
Becoming an operator typically requires a high school diploma, on-the-job training, and a state license earned by exam, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics and state certification programs. Licenses are issued in classes, usually numbered one through four, that are tied to plant size and experience.
Nationally, the Bureau of Labor Statistics projects about 10,000 openings each year, on average, for water and wastewater treatment plant and system operators from 2025 to 2035, even though the total number of operator jobs is projected to decline 6 percent. All of those openings come from replacing workers who retire or move to other occupations rather than from new positions. That figure describes operators specifically, not the whole water sector. The EPA estimates that roughly one third of the water sector workforce is eligible to retire in the next 10 years. A 2018 report from the Brookings Institution found that in 2016 only about 10 percent of water workers were 24 or younger, compared with 12.5 percent of all U.S. workers.
The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that operators earned a median of $60,020 per year in May 2025. The lowest-paid tenth earned less than $39,110, and the highest-paid tenth earned more than $91,060.
The decision. The Ryecroft County board has $480,000 available each year for two years. It must choose one of two plans.
Plan One, the academy. The county pays the community college to run a water operator training program. The program covers exam preparation, plant math, and a paid summer placement at a county plant. It would graduate about 30 students a year, and every graduate would be prepared to sit for the state license exam.
Plan Two, the open scholarship. The county puts the same money into a scholarship fund that any county graduate may use for any program at the community college, including nursing, welding, business, and transfer courses toward a four-year degree. About 120 students a year would receive a partial scholarship.
Your task. Write an argument essay of four to six paragraphs addressed to the Ryecroft County board. State clearly which plan the board should fund. Support your claim with at least three specific pieces of evidence from the background above. State the strongest argument on the other side and explain why your claim still holds. End with a recommendation the board could act on.
Planning Organizer
Fill in every row before you begin drafting. Each row matches one criterion on the rubric.
	Section
	What to write
	My notes

	Claim
	One sentence naming the plan you support and the county it applies to.
	

	Reason 1
	The strongest reason for your claim, in one sentence.
	

	Evidence for reason 1
	The exact figure or fact from the background, with the source named.
	

	Reason 2
	A second, different reason, in one sentence.
	

	Evidence for reason 2
	The exact figure or fact from the background, with the source named.
	

	Reason 3
	A third reason, in one sentence.
	

	Evidence for reason 3
	The exact figure or fact from the background, with the source named.
	

	Counterclaim
	The strongest argument the other side would make, stated fairly.
	

	Rebuttal
	Why your claim still holds once that argument is considered.
	

	Recommendation
	One sentence stating what the board should do first.
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My writing
Continue on lined paper if you need more room.
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EXEMPLAR AND RUBRIC · FOR TEACHERS
Should Ryecroft County Fund a Water Operator Academy?
Writing prompt · Grade 9 · Social Studies & Civics
Exemplar response. The following is a complete essay a strong grade 9 writer could produce for the fictional Ryecroft County board.
The Ryecroft County board should fund Plan One, the water operator academy. The county has already counted its shortage, and the academy is the only one of the two plans designed to close it.
The first reason is that the shortage is already a safety problem. The utilities director reports that 14 of the county's 61 operator positions are vacant and that three of the five drinking water plants have only one certified operator each. A single illness at one of those plants can leave it without a licensed person on site. A scholarship that a student may spend on any program does not guarantee that even one of those three plants gains a second operator.
The second reason is that the shortage will get worse without action. The EPA estimates that roughly one third of the water sector workforce is eligible to retire in the next 10 years, and Brookings found that in 2016 only about 10 percent of water workers were 24 or younger, compared with 12.5 percent of all U.S. workers. Nationally the Bureau of Labor Statistics projects about 10,000 operator openings a year through 2035, all from replacing workers who retire or move to other occupations. The gap in Ryecroft is therefore likely to widen over the next decade rather than close on its own.
The third reason is that the academy leads to work that supports a household. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports a median wage of $60,020 a year for operators, with the lowest-paid tenth below $39,110 and the highest-paid tenth above $91,060. Entry requires a high school diploma, on-the-job training, and a state license earned by exam. A graduate can begin earning while continuing toward a higher license class or a degree later.
Supporters of Plan Two make a serious point. A scholarship fund reaches about 120 students a year instead of 30, and it respects the fact that most Ryecroft graduates want careers that have nothing to do with water. Narrowing the money to one occupation asks teenagers to serve the county's staffing problem rather than their own plans.
That argument would decide the question if the two plans were equally able to solve the county's problem, but they are not. The scholarship spreads help thinly across many goals, while the academy is aimed at a shortage that puts drinking water at risk right now. The board should fund the academy for two years, publish the number of graduates who pass the license exam, and revisit the choice before renewing it. If the academy does not close the gap, the board will have the evidence it needs to move the money to the scholarship fund instead.
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Rubric.
	Criterion
	Emerging
	Developing
	Proficient
	Advanced

	Claim
	No clear position, or the position shifts during the essay
	States a position but does not name the plan or the board
	Names one plan clearly in an opening claim addressed to the board
	Names one plan and previews the reasons that will support it

	Evidence and reasoning
	Uses no figures from the background
	Uses one figure, or uses figures without naming a source
	Uses at least three figures from the background and names each source
	Uses at least three figures, names each source, and explains what each one shows about the county

	Counterclaim and rebuttal
	No counterclaim appears
	States a counterclaim but does not answer it
	States the other side's strongest argument fairly and answers it
	States the strongest opposing argument, answers it, and names the condition under which it would win

	Organization and conventions
	Paragraphs do not follow a plan and errors block meaning
	Some structure is visible but transitions are missing
	Four to six clear paragraphs with transitions and few errors
	Clear paragraphs, purposeful transitions, and a closing recommendation the board could act on
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