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Materials Needed
• Lunch discards from cafeteria  

or home lunches

• Environmental Lunch Log 
Sheets (p. 10)

• Four bags or buckets labeled: 
Compost, Recycle, Reuse,  
and Landfill

• Chart paper for making a graph

Background  
Information
Much of the material we throw 
away can be reused, composted,  
or recycled. What people buy and 
how it is packaged can have a big 
impact on the garbage problem, 
as well as other environmen-
tal problems. Looking through 
their lunches and finding ways 
to reduce the amount of garbage 
empowers students to find their 
own ways of helping the earth. 
Students will also have the  
opportunity to learn 
what natural resources 
were consumed to 
make this waste. 

Management Skills
One of the most important ele-
ments of this activity is gathering 
enough lunch materials to sort 
and develop a sample. You may 
want to gather some extra materi-
als from the cafeteria, just in case. 

Procedure
1. Make enough copies of the log 
sheet for the students to use on 
days 2, 3, 4 and 5, depending  
on how many days you choose  
to do the activity.

2. Set up buckets with signs which 
read Reuse, Recycle, Compost, and 
Landfill. (Put a tarp under buckets 
to keep classroom neat.)

3. Before lunch, ask your students 
to bring everything left over  
from their lunch back into the 
classroom. Hand out used bags  
if needed. Students should include 
all uneaten food and packaging 
materials. Nothing should be 
thrown away or recycled until  
the log is filled out. 

4. For three to five days, when 
students are finished eating, they 
bring their lunches back to the 

Introductory  
Activity
Grades 3-12

Objective
For 3 to 5 days,  
students survey the 
packaging materi-
als and food waste 
left over from their 
lunches. Students 
determine what can 
be composted, reused, 
recycled, or landfilled.

Time
3-5 days to gather  
materials; 30-40 min-
utes for main activity

Environmental Lunch
ACTIVITY
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X Look in the back of this booklet  
for how this activity applies to the 
Vermont Framework of Standards 
and Learning Opportunities.
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classroom to fill out their log 
sheets. They must include what 
type of material it is: reusable,  
recyclable, compostable, or materi-
al that must be sent to the landfill. 
Students then put materials in the 
appropriate bucket. Make sure to 
have a lid for the compost bucket 
and mix in small amounts of dry 
shredded paper or sawdust from 
untreated wood to avoid smells 
and suppress flies. 

5. Introduce the Reduce, Reuse, 
Recycle hierarchy. Reducing the 
amount of packaging is best.  
Reusing a package is second best. 
Recycling/Composting comes  
in third, with Landfilling as  
a last resort.  

6. Have the students fill in the 
totals on the log sheet each day.

7. Graph class totals each day  
for Recycled, Reused, Composted,  
and Landfilled materials. Repeat 
for three to five days. In small 
groups, students can brainstorm 
ideas for reducing the amount  
of lunch trash they create.  

Other Options
• Instead of tracking for three to 
five days, have students multiply 
the results of just one day’s totals 
by five to represent the amount  
of materials generated in one 
week. This number then can  
be multiplied by the number of 
weeks in a school year. This total 
can even be multiplied by the 

number of classes in their school, 
and the number of schools in their 
city, county, state, or country. 

• Bring in a scale and have  
students weigh each category  
of discards.

• Have students organize a class-
wide or school-wide zero waste 
lunch day. The goal is to have  
no materials from lunch go  
to the landfill.

• Have students examine their 
garbage with regard to natural 
resources. For example, write the 
following headings on a piece of 
butcher paper: Rock, Mineral, Oil, 
Plant, and Animal. Make a pie 
chart representing the percentages 
over a period of time. 

Source: San Francisco League of Urban 
Gardeners


