Innovative Idea

[bookmark: _heading=h.l9eigxnj6m]Teaching Ethics in the Age of AI: A Town Hall Role-Play for Navigating Rural Data Center Dilemmas
Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
Helping students learn to navigate ethical dilemmas can be challenging for instructors.  One ethical dilemma surrounding small, rural areas today is the rise of data centers. While the rise of AI and technology has changed how we live, work, consume, and learn, there are various challenges and ethical dilemmas it presents (Maphosa, 2024). Data centers can bring economic benefits to struggling rural communities through new infrastructure and development and jobs, there is also a concern of long-term sustainability (Uberti, 2025). A downside to AI facilities is the strain on water and energy sources and some have questioned their impact on broader climate goals (Nickelsburg, 2025). The effects of data centers are limited and underdeveloped, and journalists are often relied on to address the gap in information (Ipsen, 2018). 
To support students in thinking critically about real-world ethical dilemmas such as this one, we used Kidder’s (1995) framework, which uses nine characteristics for making ethical decisions. These nine characteristics are: Recognize there is a moral issue, Determine the actor, Gather relevant facts, Test for right versus wrong issues, Test for right versus right issues, Apply resolution principles, Investigate the options, Make the decision, and Revisit and reflect on the decision (Kidder, 1995; Boyd & Strong, 2023). This model can serve as a simple, practical structure for fostering ethical awareness and determining how to make responsible decisions when facing ethical dilemmas. 
Role-play is well-established as an experiential learning pedagogy (Corcoran et al., 2025; Jenkins, 2012; Kolb, 2015; Rao & Stupans, 2012) and has been shown to support the development of communication skills, teamwork, conceptual understanding, and motivation. Role play has been used in higher education to enhance the learning and application of course materials (Corcoran et al., 2025; Martinsson & Ricknell, 2025; Saucier et al., 2025). 
To help students explore the multifaceted issue of data centers moving into small rural communities, we created a town hall debate and role-play. This experiential learning activity engages students in an authentic ethical dilemma facing agriculture today and encourages critical thinking across multiple perspectives. This innovative idea is in line with the AAAE value of  “Advancing Public Knowledge of AFNR Systems” (AAAE, 2023). Educators help students to better navigate ethical issues and become public citizens who are more knowledgeable in society.
How It Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps
This teaching tool revolves around a town hall debate activity where students experience and role-play an ethical dilemma related to data centers and agriculture. The teaching tool has two parts: an energizer activity that focuses on participants’ personal beliefs and a main activity that utilizes a debate/role-playing activity to navigate an ethical dilemma. The energizer activity gets participants moving in the physical space and allows them to reflect and apply their personal ethics. Students are asked a series of questions regarding whether or not they believe something is ethical. One side of the space is designated as “Ethical” and the other side is “Unethical.” Students move to the side that represents their response. For the debate/ role play, students are informed they represent a rural American community and are participating in a debate at a town hall meeting. The debate follows the prompt: A large tech company has offered to purchase 10,000 acres of farmland in your rural county to build an AI-powered semiconductor plant and data center. Your county must decide: Should this farmland be sold to the company for the project, or protected for agriculture and community use? Each participant will be assigned a role that they must follow, even if their personal beliefs conflict with the role's values. Roles include: Tech Company Executives, Environmental Advocates, Local Farmers, Local Ranchers, Community Residents, County Politicians, Consumer & Food Advocates, Students (future generations), and Developers. The role handout also lists the roles' values, and it provides various prompts to encourage debate. 
The role play followed the format of a town hall. The debate lasted about 30 minutes and we had someone act as the mayor who gave their determination of who won the debate. A discussion was held afterward to have students share what they learned, whether their perspectives changed, and if empathy was developed for another group. 
Results to Date/Implications
This tool has been used in an undergraduate ethics and leadership course but can be applied to a range of industries, organizations, and settings. Students were offered extra credit for this activity and 24 completed it. Feedback on the activity was very positive. All students agreed or strongly agreed with the following: they gained a better understanding of how ethics influence real-world decisions, the structure helped them stay engaged, the format made the ethical issues feel more real and relevant, and the activity helped them think critically about multiple sides of a complex issue. Students also provided qualitative feedback, noting that the role play helped them think differently about ethical decision-making. One student commented that ethical decision-making was not just about facts, but also involved “empathy, foresight, and community values.”
 Future Plans/Advice to Others

We recommend doing this activity in a large space that may resemble a town hall meeting. It is recommended to have at least three facilitators to help distribute handouts and organize the groups. Depending on the group size, you can have multiple students in different roles. We would recommend no more than four students per role. For the future, we plan to facilitate this activity across various organizations and programs at our university. It would be very interesting to see the town hall outcomes across disciplines such as engineering, computer science, and other tech-savvy programs. 
Costs/Resources Needed
We developed a handout on Kidder’s (1995) ethical decision-making model, a handout with the debate prompt, a handout with guidance on how to format their debate, and each student receives a handout with the role they will be playing that includes the roles’ values. You will need to know the number of participants prior to the role play so you can have enough roles for everyone.
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