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Trash Talk—A Trash Audit 
(grades 3-8)  |  Duration: 1 hr-1.5 hrs

Lesson Overview: In this lesson, students will learn to discern materials found in the waste 
stream: which are recyclable and what are considered “true trash”. They will also learn about the 
destinations for each of these materials. Be it a landfill, a recycling center called a Material Recovery 
Facility (or MRF for short), the compost heap, a donation center like Goodwill or Salvation Army, or 
even just reused as a repurposed or ‘upcycled’ good at home; materials all have a place to go. Stu-
dents will discuss the negative consequences of the general waste stream as it increases, and the 
real need for the alternative recycling methods to offset those negative effects. 

STANDARDS (NGS)
K-3 ESS3-3 Earth and Human Activity 
Communicate solutions that will reduce the impact of humans on the land, water, air, and/or other 
living things in the local environment.

5-ESS3-1 Earth and Human Activity 
Obtain and combine information about ways individual communities use science ideas to protect 
the Earth’s resources and environment.

BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE Review for you
(Plastic Types) https://www.plasgranltd.co.uk/plasgran-guide-plastic-recycling-grades/  
(Paper Types) https://www.completerecycling.com/resources/paper-recycling/stock-grades
(Metal Types) http://www.lessismore.org/materials/14-metal
(Landfill) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsyg472MQp8  
(MRF) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NYux4-KIY1o&t=113s

MATERIAL LIST & SET-UP VIDEO

Activity:
1. Introduction to the Life Cycle of Waste and Recycling, as well as key terms. 

2. As a class, students will explore a display of examples from the general waste stream and try to 
find items that can be removed or diverted into the recycling steam. Teacher will demonstrate 
what materials are recyclable at a MRF (Material Recovery Facility): plastic, paper, metals, glass. 
But will also other materials that can be recycled through other means: REUSE, COMPOSTING, 
UPCYCLING/REPURPOSING. 

3. Demonstrate how to conduct a Trash Audit of a Student Lunch. Teacher will ‘dissect’ the lunch, 
classifying what can be recycled and what must be TRUE TRASH. 

https://www.plasgranltd.co.uk/plasgran-guide-plastic-recycling-grades/  
https://www.completerecycling.com/resources/paper-recycling/stock-grades 
http://www.lessismore.org/materials/14-metal 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsyg472MQp8  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NYux4-KIY1o&t=113s
https://youtu.be/z3EAwWODYc8
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Practice & Review: TRASH AUDIT OF A STUDENT LUNCH
In groups, students will “dissect” a sample lunch, classifying what is RECYCLABLE and what  
is TRUE TRASH. As a class, students will share observations about the lunch material and the  
classification activity. They will also decide which lunch is the ‘most recyclable’. Teacher will then 
open the discussion to consumer choices and how that purchase power can affect the waste 
stream’s growth.

KEY TERMS: 
MRF—Material Recovery Facility. A center where recyclable material is brought for SORTING before 
being sold to vendors who will then create new products with the reclaimed material. 

Landfill—The places where true trash from the general waste stream is buried. A system of solid 
waste disposal.

True Trash—material that must be disposed of into the general waste stream because they cannot 
be recycled or reused, often because of CONTAMINATION.

Recyclable Material—any plastic, paper, fiber, glass, or metal good that can be reused or made into 
a new version of the same thing. 

Contamination—any material that is soiled or damaged with biohazard waste (blood, mucus, urine 
or fecal matter etc) or saturated by chemicals, or oils (cooking, mechanical). Contaminated material 
returns to the general waste stream as TRUE TRASH.

Upcycling & Repurposing— reusing material in a different way than it was originally intended to 
create a new object.

Composting—recycling organic plant waste by creating new, refreshed dirt with the  
decomposed parts.


