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“Forty-three thousand tons of food is thrown out in the United States each day.”  -According to the United States Clean Air Council 

Introduction

[image: image2..pict]As the Earth’s population continues to grow, so does the amount of trash that is produced.  Unfortunately, Americans continue to have one of the highest rates of trash per person compared to other countries.  Not surprisingly, we are quickly running out of places to put all of our trash.  In fact, in many areas of the country, landfills are being covered over with dirt and business and houses are being built on top of them.  Do we really want to be living on top of old trash dumps?  Could composting be part of an easy, environment friendly solution?

Task

[image: image3..pict]You are going to look into composting and biodegradable materials.  By completing a series of projects, you will have a better understanding of why it is important to compost biodegradable materials and not put them in the trash. 

Process

*For the purpose of producing less trash, instead of printing out papers or in notebooks, try to do as much on the computer as possible.
[image: image4..pict][image: image5..pict]Step 1:  Evaluate your family’s lifestyle by taking the Ecological Footprint Quiz (in Resources).  See how many planets we would need if everyone on Earth lived the way you do.
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Step 2:  Use the provided resources to learn about the statistics on American waste production.
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Step 3:  Watch the slideshow (in Resources) on how to create your own compost pile.

[image: image8..pict]Step 4:  Complete the Rot This! experiment (in Resources) to see the effect of different environments on biodegradable material.  Keep an observation log on the computer or in a notebook (example shown below) to record the effects of the various environments.

Rot This! Log
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Fill in the chart with your daily observations.  Try to do the observations at the same time each day.

	 
	Banana & Sealed Bag
	Banana & Dirt
	Banana & Water
	Banana & Air
	Banana & Light

	Day 1
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Day 2
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Day 3
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Day 4
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Day 5
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Day 6
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Day 7
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


[image: image10..pict]Step 5:  Consider the following questions: 
· Which of these situations best represents trash put into a trash bag and into a landfill? 

· Which bag started to decay first?

· Which started to decay last?

· What does that mean for biodegradable materials put in the trash?

· What do you think would happen if you had dirt, water, air, and light at the same time?

[image: image11..pict]Step 6:  At home, set up a trash bag to be used to put all biodegradable, compostable materials in.  Ask everyone in your family to put the appropriate materials in this bag.  Each night, check your regular trash to make sure everyone is complying.  Each night, mark the outside of the bag with the level of trash and put the date next to this mark.  Ask an adult to help you weigh the bag each night.  Write the weight on the outside of the bag next to the marked line.
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Step 7:  Consider the following questions:

· Did anyone forget to use the bag and put the materials in with the regular trash?

· Do you have more or less in the bag than you expected?

· Do you have a garbage disposal where much of this material is typically put?

[image: image13..pict]Step 8:  At the end of the week, ask your parents to help you set up a compost pile or dispose of this trash properly. 
[image: image14..pict]Step 9 (optional):  In a larger group, do the same things you did in Step 6 with the trash from a school cafeteria or other place where many people eat.  At the end of the week, evaluate the amount of biodegradable trash produced.
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Step 10:  Write a one page paper using Microsoft Word discussing the amount of biodegradable material in your home trash versus the school trash.  Submit the paper to your instructor, mom or dad, or girl scout leader via email. 
 **Having trouble writing?  Try using the Essay Map (found in the Resources section) to figure out what you want to say.


Consider the following question in your paper:

· Do you think composting is a good solution?  Why or why not? 
· What happens to food put into garbage bags?  Does it decay? 

· Would there be any difficulties in setting up a compost pile?  Why or why not?  

· What would happen if everyone in your city started a compost pile?  Less trash?  Why or why not?
· Are there any problems with composting?  Would it attract animals?  Why would this be such a problem in the city?
Resources:

Current Information on American Waste Production:

http://www.cleanair.org/Waste/wasteFacts.html
Ecological Footprint Quiz

http://www.earthday.net/footprint/index.asp
Composting Slideshow

http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/sustainable/slidesets/kidscompost/cover.html
What can be composted? (follow the 15 Questions link at the bottom of the page for more information on composting)

http://www.gnb.ca/0009/0372/0003/0009-e.asp
Rot This! Experiment

http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1590/is_13_57/ai_73537927
Composting in Schools

http://compost.css.cornell.edu/schools.html
Kids Compost Page

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/swfa/kidspage/compost.html
Essay Map

http://www.readwritethink.org/materials/essaymap/
Evaluation

	
	Beginning
	Developing
	Accomplished
	Exemplary
	Score

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	 

	Use of Time
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Rot This! Experiment
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Home Project Discussion
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	School Project Discussion
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Paper
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Conclusion

Great job!  You have learned all about biodegradable materials and composting.  You understand some of the issues with garbage production in this country.  Use this information to lower your own trash production or work to create a composting program at your school.  Spread the word about composting and recycling so you won’t have to live on top of old landfills!

Adults


This webquest can be used to help children realize that they can make a difference in the world and the environment.  Composting is a great starting point because it can be done at no cost and the children can see how the materials return to dirt right before their eyes.

This webquest is aimed for children in grades 3-5.  It would be a great project to use in schools, girl scouts or boy scouts, or any other organization.
Because the purpose of this webquest is to bring about environmental awareness, the idea of eliminating trash should be carried over to using less paper, if possible.  I suggest writing discussion questions on the chalkboard and letting children discuss in small groups and then presenting their findings to the group.  Also, try to do most of the written work on the computer and turn it in through email
If using the group project in schools, it is best if you have the children eat before lunchtime (say during your normal class) and then have groups watching the trash bins to make sure biodegradable materials are being put into the separate containers.  It would also be an excellent let the cafeteria staff know what you are doing and asking them to help by separating their own biodegradable materials created during food preparation.

