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Book Summary
Be the Change explores the many small things that readers can do to 

raise awareness about the climate crisis and challenge themselves to 

live more sustainably. From this book, you’ll learn about some of the ex-

treme things that Rob Greenfield has done to spread awareness about 

zero-waste living. Rob wants to bring attention to important topics like:

• food and water waste

• our dependency on fossil fuels

• our piles of stuff (and the energy required to produce it)

• our disconnection from community and the wider world.

In this uplifting book, Rob uses his own experiences—backed by solid 

information and a ton of great ideas—to show you that no one is too 

young to make a difference, and no action is too small to make a start.

About the Authors
ROB GREENFIELD is an activist and humanitarian dedicated to lead-

ing the way to a more sustainable and just world. His work has been 

covered by media worldwide, including National Geographic, and 

France 2 TV named him “the Robin Hood of modern times.” Rob donates 

100 percent of his media income to grassroots nonprofits. 

ANTONIA BANYARD’s books for kids include the award-winning Water 

Wow!: An Infographic Exploration (co-authored with Paula Ayer). Origi-

nally from South Africa and Zambia, she now lives in British Columbia.

About this Guide
This companion guide was created by Becky Noelle, an experienced 

teacher and passionate sustainability advocate. Use this guide to help 

you fully engage in the book and create changes in your life that will 

help both you and the planet!
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BEFORE READING
Reflect on the Topic
1. Look at the cover of the book and flip through the pages. Is this a 

fiction or a nonfiction book? How do you know?

2. What do you already know about sustainable living?

3. Make a list of things you already do in your life to live sustainably. 

For example, do you do any of the following things? 

• eat fresh fruits and veggies instead of packaged foods

• shop at thrift stores

• recycle

• compost food waste

• drink from a reusable water bottle

• buy food at farmers’ markets

• grow food in a garden

• turn off lights when you’re not using them

• turn off the faucet when you’re not using it (For example,  

while brushing your teeth or soaping up your hands)

• ride a bike or walk to school

• borrow books from the library instead of buying them new

4. Write a list of questions you have about sustainability. What are you 

hoping to learn from the book? You can use a mind map like the 

one on page 32 of this guide to keep track of your questions. 
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5. Write a reflection on the following questions: 

• Why is sustainability an important topic to discuss and learn 

more about?

• Whose responsibility is it to protect the environment? 

• How might you be able to make “a difference in a messed-up 

world” like the title of the book says?

• What are you most looking forward to about this book?



Practice Using Text Features
You don’t always have to read a nonfiction book from start to finish. 

You can use the text features to help you find the information you need. 

Text features can also help you understand the information better be-

cause they show it in different ways.

Find the following text features in the book and consider how they 

can help you as you read.

Table of Contents
What information does the table of contents include? How might it be 

useful if you weren’t going to read the whole book, if you were only 

looking for specific information? Which topic in the table of contents 

interests you the most?

Glossary
The glossary includes the definitions of some important words from the 

book. Find the glossary on pages 78 to 79. How will it come in handy as 

you read?

Index
Learn about how to use the index by reading the information at the top 

of page 85. What words stand out to you in the index? Practice using the 

index to look up a few words that are interesting to you.

7
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Graphs
This book includes pie graphs and bar graphs. Find each graph list-

ed below, read all the labels on the graph, and consider the following 

questions:

• What information is the graph representing?

• Why might the authors have chosen to use a graph for that infor-

mation?

• Why might the authors have chosen to use that kind of graph?

Bar graphs: pages 14, 22, and 55

Pie graphs: pages 14 and 15 

USA 4.9 lb (2.24 kg) 

Canada 4.3 lb (1.94 kg)

Australia 3.40 lb (1.54 kg)

UK 2.93 lb (1.33 kg)

Global  1.63 lb (0.74 kg) 
average

 

How much waste do people in different  
countries produce?*

* Based on  
  national average

28%  Food and green 
waste

28% Paper and cardboard

12% Plastic

9.3%  Metal

9%  Rubber and leather

5.6% Wood

4.5%  Glass

3.6%  Other

Infographics
An infographic is a visual representation of information. Find the info-

graphics on pages 7 and 39. Answer the following questions:

• What information is the infographic representing?

• Why might the authors have chosen to use an infographic for that 

information?
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Headings
Many headings are used throughout the book. Why would the author 

use so many headings?

Sidebars
This book has three different kinds of sidebars. Find an example of each. 

(Hint: They have different background and heading colours.) What is the 

theme of each sidebar? Why might the authors have chosen to include 

different kinds of sidebars?

Photographs
Sometimes nonfiction books use illustrations, but often they use real 

photographs. Why might the creators of this book have chosen to use 

photographs? How might photographs help get the message across? 

For example, look at the picture at the top of page 22. How does 

it make you feel? Now look at the picture at the top of page 25. Why 

might the authors have chosen to include both these photographs in 

the same chapter?

Captions
Captions are short pieces of text included underneath some photo-

graphs. The captions in this book are on a green background. Find 

some of the captions in the book. What kind of information do they 

include? How might they be useful as you read?
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Lists
Most of the lists in this book are ideas of things the reader can try. Why 

might the authors have chosen to write this information as a list instead 

of paragraphs? 

Look at the list on pages 46 to 47. What is included in the list? Why might 

the authors have used a list to describe this information rather than 

paragraphs?

Resources
On page 80 you will find a list of resources. These are books, reports, 

videos, and websites where you can learn more about the topics dis-

cussed in the book. Take some time to visit a few of the websites listed 

and see what you can learn!

Selected Sources
When writing nonfiction books like this, authors use reliable sources to 

collect information about the topic. Why might the authors include this 

information in the book? What makes a source reliable? Why is it im-

portant to use reliable sources? 
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DURING READING
Understand the Vocabulary
As you read, if you see a word you don’t know, use the glossary or a 

dictionary to find out what it means. Here are some words used in the 

book that you may want to look up before you begin!

activist
addiction
antibiotics
auction
biodiversity
corporation
decluttering
developed/undeveloped
emissions
ethics
forage
greywater
growth hormones
hoarder
hypocrisy
imported
impulse buying
incinerated

inefficient
labor
low-income
luxuries
mannequin
minimalism
nonrenewable energy
pesticides
possessions
poverty
processed
pulp
purging
raw materials
renewable energy
salvaged
synthetic
vaccines

 

Make Connections
As you read the book, use the following suggestions to help you make 

connections.

1. Connect to what you already know: Refer to the list you wrote of 

things you already do to live sustainably (Question 3 from the “Be-

fore Reading: Reflect on the Topic” section of this guide). 

• Check off the items on your list that are also suggested in the 

book.

• Add items to your list that the authors bring up in the book that 

you are also already doing.

• Create a second list of things you’d like to try doing to live more 

sustainably (like the list Rob describes on page 3 of the book).
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2. Connect to the authors: As you read, think about how it might have 

felt for Rob Greenfield to do each thing. Imagine yourself doing it. 

How would it feel? You can use the examples below to start: 

• On pages 8 to 9, Rob describes getting rid of his stuff until he only 

had 111 possessions. How might it feel to get rid of most of the stuff 

you own? Be honest with yourself to see how tightly you hold 

onto your stuff!

• On pages 32 to 33, Rob describes eating only food he grew or 

foraged himself. How might that feel? What would you eat if you 

had to forage or grow it yourself?

• On page 40 and the captions on pages 64 and 65, Rob describes 

living in his tiny house, the Teeny Greeny. Would you enjoy living 

in a tiny house? How would it feel?

3. Connect to other books: Think about other books you’ve read about 

sustainability. Had you heard about the issues in Be the Change 

before you read the book? What do other authors have to say about 

sustainability? 
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AFTER READING
Talk It Out
Write about or discuss the following questions with a friend or adult:

• What was your favorite part of the book?

• What inspired you the most?

• What surprised you?

• What do you want to learn more about?

Want to keep going? Answer the questions listed on page 67 in the book 

and come up with some more of your own!
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– TRACK YOUR HABITS –

WEIGH YOUR WASTE
On page 18 under the heading “The Weight of Your Waste,”  

the authors describe how to weigh your waste.  

Follow the steps below to track your waste for a week.

1. Use the table below to record your daily trash weight.

2. At the end of the week, add up all your daily totals to 

find a grand total.

3. Record your grand total at the bottom of the table.

4. Answer the following questions in a journal or by talking with a 

friend or adult:

• What do you notice from the data you collected?

• What surprised you? 

• What type of trash (paper, plastic, food, metal, glass, etc.) did you 

have the most of?

• How might you decrease the amount of trash you create?

My Week in Trash

Day Date Weight (pounds)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Grand Total:
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– TRACK YOUR HABITS –

GAUGE YOUR GALLONS
On page 38, the authors describe how much water 

we waste every day.

1. Choose a day to keep track of the water you use.

2. Throughout the day, count how many times you flush the 

toilet and measure how long you run the faucet or shower.

3. Use the table below to record the data you collect.

4. Multiply the number in column 2 by the number in column 3 to get 

your total for that water-using activity. (See the example at the top of 

the table.)

5. Add your totals up to get your grand total.

6. Answer the following questions in a journal or by talking with a friend 

or adult:

• What do you notice from the data you collected?

• What surprised you? 

• Where do you use the most water: flushing, showering, or using the 

faucet?

• How might you decrease the amount of water you use?

My Daily Water Usage

Water-using  
activity

Number of 
flushes or  

minutes used

Amount of  
water per use

Total amount 
of water used 
(gallons or L)

Example:  
Flushing the toilet

10 flushes
1.6 gallons (6.1 L)/

flush
16 gallons (61 L)

Flushing the toilet
1.6 gallons (6.1 L)/

flush

Showering
2 gallons (7.5 L)/

minute

Running the faucet
2 gallons (7.5 L)/

minute

Other

GRAND TOTAL: 
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– TRACK YOUR HABITS –    

WATCH YOUR WATTS
1. Use the table below to track how many times you 

use electricity in a day.

2. Each time you use electricity, add a tally mark to 

column 2 in the table below.

3. If the type of electricity you used isn’t already listed 

in the table, add a tally mark to the last row beside “Other.”

4. Answer the following questions in a journal or by talking with a friend 

or adult:

• What did you notice when you tracked your electricity for the day?

• What surprised you?

• What type of electricity did you use the most?

• How could you use less electricity in a day?

(Hint: Tallies can be made in groups of five. So, after you have four tallies  
in a row, add the fifth tally across the four already there. That way, you can  
easily add up your tallies by counting by five. See the example below.)

 My Daily Electricity Usage 
Activity Number of uses

Turned on a light

Used a computer

Played video games

Watched TV

Used a cellphone

Turned on the dishwasher

Opened the fridge

Cooked on the stove

Turned on the washing  
machine or dryer

Other
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– TRACK YOUR HABITS –  

FREE YOURSELF  
FROM YOUR PHONE
On page 71, the authors describe how cellphone 

use might be making teens feel disconnected or even depressed. To be 

intentional about using cellphones as a tool, we first need to notice our 

“extremely habitual patterns” like the authors describe. 

1. Choose to leave your cellphone in a different room or at home when 

you go out.

2. In column 1, write down the time when you left your phone.

3. In column 2, write down the time when you returned to your phone.

4. Use the information in columns 1 and 2 to calculate how long you 

were away from your phone. 

5. Write the length of time in column 3.

6. Use columns 4 and 5 to write about what you did instead and how it 

felt.

Taking a Break from My Phone

Start  
time

End  
time

Time away 
from my 

phone 
(minutes or 

hours!)

What I did  
instead How it felt
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Plan for Change
Every chapter in the book includes a “What Can We Do About It?” sec-

tion at the end. Revisit these sections to get some ideas for positive 

changes you can make. Use these pages to inspire  your goal setting 

described below.

 Chapter 1: Keep It Simple (pp. 10–11)

 Chapter 2: Toward Zero Waste (pp. 18–19)

 Chapter 3: Feed People, Not Landfills (pp. 26–27)

 Chapter 4: The Planet-Friendly Diet (pp. 34–35)

 Chapter 5: Be Water Wise (pp. 42–43)

 Chapter 6: Lighten Up (pp. 50–51)

 Chapter 7: Get Moving! (pp. 58–59)

 Chapter 8: Connecting Our Money to Our Values (pp. 66–67)

 Chapter 9: Create Community (pp. 74–75)

The way to make positive changes in your life is to start small. Follow 

the steps below to set goals and plan for change.

1. Choose three ideas from the “What Can We Do About It” pages listed 

above.

2. Use the data you collected about your trash, water, electricity, and 

cellphone usage to see where you most need to improve.

3. Using the template on page 19, write SMART goals to try out the three 

ideas you chose and create positive habits in your life.

Specific: Be as specific as you can about what you will do  

 and how you will do it.

Measurable: Think about how you will know that you’ve  

 achieved your goal. What data will you collect? 

Achievable: Make sure you are able to complete your goal.  

 Set small goals that you know you can achieve, and then  

 add more goals once your previous goals have become habits.

Relevant: Make your goal related to sustainability and what  

 you have learned from reading Be the Change. 

Time-bound: Choose a date when you will complete the goal.
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My SMART Goal
Answer the questions below to create your goals.  

(Hint: Print three copies of this page to set three goals!)

1. When would you like to complete your goal? (e.g., By July 1)

2. What will you do? Remember to be specific! (e.g., I will plant seeds 

for two kinds of vegetables in the garden in our yard.)

3. How will you do it? (e.g., I will choose vegetables I like to eat that 

grow well in my area. I will ask my parents to help me buy and 

plant the seeds in June)

4. How will you know you have achieved your goal? What data will 

you collect? (e.g., I will make sure I water my vegetables daily by 

adding a checkmark to each day on our fridge calendar when I 

have watered my vegetables. I will ask my parents to help me re-

member to water my vegetables.) 

5. Put together your answers from the questions above to create your 

goal (e.g., By July 1, I will plant seeds for two kinds of vegetables in 

the garden in our yard. I will choose vegetables I like to eat that 

grow well in my area. I will ask my parents to help me buy and 

plant the seeds in spring. I will make sure I water my vegetables 

daily by adding a checkmark to each day on our fridge calendar 

when I have watered my vegetables. I will ask my parents to help 

me remember to water my vegetables.)



2 0

Learn More
1. Learn about what processing does to the nu-

tritional value of food. On page 30 under the 

heading “Addicted to Convenience,” there is a 

list of different ways that foods are processed. 

Choose one or two of the processes to research 

and find out how that process might affect the nutritional  

value of the food. The processes are also listed below:

milled
pressed
cooked
canned
filtered
extracted
irradiated

fermented
dried
rehydrated
baked
homogenized
bleached

2. Find out about the waste programs in your area like composting, 

recycling, and donating. Are you using all the services available to 

you? Look up ways that you could reduce your trash by using these 

services more. On page 14, the authors describe the different types of 

waste. Reducing waste is more important than recycling, but recy-

cling is still better than throwing things in the landfill. 

3. Research landfills and the chemical re-

actions that happen there (or that don’t 

happen!) to break down the garbage. 

Get started by re-reading the description 

under “Organized Littering” on page 15. 
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4. Find out more about composting toilets like the one Rob describes in 

the caption on page 41.

5. Choose a type of energy from the list on pages 46 to 47 and research 

to find out more. Use the answers below to reflect on what you find 

out.

• Do you think this is a clean or dirty type of energy? Why?

• Is there research into ways to make this type of energy more sus-

tainable?

• Is this type of energy being used in your area?

6. Find out what your water footprint is using the Water Calculator: 

https://www.watercalculator.org/ 

7. Research human rights and how they might relate to clean drinking 

water.

• Read about human rights:  

https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/human-rights 

• Read the simplified version of the UN Declaration of Human 

Rights: https://www.youthforhumanrights.org/what-are-human-

rights/universal-declaration-of-human-rights/articles-1-15.html

• Read the full version of the UN Declaration of Human Rights: 

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of- 

human-rights

• Read the caption on page 39: Do you think having access to 

clean water is a basic human right?

• Read the green sidebar on page 43: Do you agree with Autumn 

Peltier that water should have the same rights and protections as 

human beings?
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8. Learn more about the young people and organizations who are mak-

ing a difference. The green sidebars in the book describe young peo-

ple and organizations that are making positive changes in the world. 

Choose one of these people or organizations to find out more about 

how they got started and the difference they’re making for the envi-

ronment. Their names and one or two websites about them are listed 

below to get you started. Some of these websites, and a few more, 

are also listed on the Resources page (p. 80) in the book.

• Minimalist Teen (p. 11): Isabella Syren  

(https://zerowastefamily.com/)

• Abhi the Eco Superhero (p. 19): Abhishek Shastri  

(https://www.5gyres.org/ and https://vimeo.com/171141024) 

• Teen Leader (p. 27): Gabrielle Posard  

(https://donatedontdump.com/)

• Seed Librarian (p. 35): Alicia Serratos  

(https://3sistersseedbox.wordpress.com/about/ and  

https://www.robgreenfield.org/aliciaserratos/)

• Speaking up for Water (p. 43): Autumn Peltier (https://www. 

thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/autumn-peltier)

• Poo Power (p. 51): Toronto Zoo  

(https://www.torontozoo.com/tz/biogas and https://zooshare.ca/)

• Let’s Bike! (p. 59): Bikes Not Bombs (https://bikesnotbombs.org/) 

• Kids Helping Kids (p. 67): Vishal and Ishan Vijay  

(https://everychildnow.mystrikingly.com/) 

• Teen Green Team (p. 75): BK ROT (https://www.bkrot.org/)

Spread the Word
Teach others what you have learned from reading this book!

1. Choose one of the topics from the book that interests you the most 

(for example, food waste, electricity usage, or transportation).

2. Using the information in the book, create a poster, slide presentation, 

or video to share what you learned with others. 

3. Improve your presentation by doing additional research on the topic. 

(Hint: Start with the Resources listed on page 80 of the book.)

4. Share your presentation with your family, friends, and the world to 

spread the word and make a difference!
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Note to readers: The statistics and sources in this book are drawn from the latest informa-
tion available at the time of writing. In cases where numbers may vary, averages have 
been used. Some figures have been rounded up or down for the sake of simplicity. Unless 
otherwise noted, online sources were last consulted in June 2020. 

SOURCES
1. Stuff
online shopping leads to buying more stuff: Alana Semuels, “‘We Are All Accumulating 

Mountains of Things,’” The Atlantic, August 21, 2018, https://www.theatlantic.com/ 

technology/archive/2018/08/online-shopping-and-accumulation-of-junk/567985.

American children are given 70 toys per year: Juliet B. Schor, Born to Buy: The Commer-
cialized Child and the New Consumer Culture (New York: Scribner, 2004), 19. This figure is 

the author’s own calculation: in 2000, 3.6 billion new toys were purchased in the United 

States and there were 52 million children in the 12-and-under age group.

children in the United Kingdom play with a dozen favorite toys: Based on a poll conduct-

ed by Dream Town in 2010, cited in Nicky Findley, “Too Many Toys? Do Your Kids Play With 

the Ones They Have?” Bournemouth Daily Echo, October 20, 2010, https://www.bour-

nemouthecho.co.uk/news/8464363.too-many-toys-do-your-kids-play-with-the-ones-

they-have. 

size of typical American home: Trulia, “8 Reasons To Buy A 1000-Square-Foot House,” 

Forbes, June 15, 2016, https://www.forbes.com/sites/trulia/2016/06/15/8-reasons-to-buy-

a-1000-square-foot-house/#5ef0365b59f8. Original source is United States Census Bureau 

data.

size of typical American home in the 1950s: Emma Johnson, “The Real Cost of Your  

Shopping Habits,” Forbes, January 15, 2015, https://www.forbes.com/sites/emma 

johnson/2015/01/15/the-real-cost-of-your-shopping-habits/#23d22b851452.

growth of self-storage industry: According to the World Bank, the population of the United 

States has grown by 0.7 percent to 0.5 percent since 2015. According to IBISWorld, the stor-

age industry has grown by 1.5 percent each year over the same period. “Storage & Ware-

house Leasing Industry in the US—Market Research Report,” IBISWorld, March 2020,, https://

www.ibisworld.com/united-states/market-research-reports/storage-warehouse- 

leasing-industry; and “Population Growth (annual %),” World Bank Data, https://data.

worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.GROW (United States).

extra possessions not making us happier: Annie Leonard, The Story of Stuff (New York: Free 

Press, 2010), 149, citing Bill McKibben, Deep Economy (New York: Henry Holt & Company, 

2007), 35–36.

resources used by the average American: “Use It and Lose It: The Outsize Effect of U.S. 

Consumption on the Environment,” Scientific American, September 14, 2012, https://www.

scientificamerican.com/article/american-consumption-habits/.
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been used. Some figures have been rounded up or down for the sake of simplicity. Unless 
otherwise noted, online sources were last consulted in June 2020. 

global footprints of different countries: “Infographics,” Earth Overshoot Day, https://www.

overshootday.org/newsroom/infographics/. Canadian figure from “Earth’s Resources 

Depleted for 2016,” World Wildlife Fund Canada, last modified August 4, 2016, https://www.

wwf.ca/?21901/Earths-resources-depleted-for-2016. 

extreme collectors: Ferris Jabr, “Step Inside the Real World of Compulsive Hoarders,”  

Scientific American, February 23, 2013, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/ 

real-world-hoarding/. 

Little Free Library movement: Jenna Ross, “Todd Bol, creator of the Little Free Library 

movement, dies at 62,” Star Tribune, October 18, 2018, https://www.startribune.com/todd-

bol-little-free-library-founder-dies-leaving-a-legacy-of-helping-cities-one-book-at-a-

time/497938831/.

Isabella Syren: email to author, May 6, 2020. 

2. Waste
global production of solid waste, and how much waste different countries produce: Silpa 

Kaza, Lisa C. Yao, Perinaz Bhada-Tata, and Frank Van Woerden, What a Waste 2.0: A Global 
Snapshot of Solid Waste Management to 2050 (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2018), 17, 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30317. 

waste composition in North America: Kaza et al., What a Waste 2.0, 67.

household waste 100 years ago: Leonard, The Story of Stuff, 192.

household, construction, and industrial waste: Leonard, The Story of Stuff, 186, citing Joel 

Makower, “Industrial Strength Solution,” Mother Jones, May/June 2009.

biodegradables in landfills: “Biodegradation Won’t Solve the Landfill Crunch,” Environment 

and Plastics Industry Council, n.d., https://www.bpiworld.org/resources/Documents/

EPIC%20Position%20on%20Biodegradability%20and%20Landfills.pdf.

ocean plastics to outweigh fish by 2050: “The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the  

Future of Plastics & Catalysing Action,” Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, 12, https://www. 

ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications/the-new-plastics-economy-rethinking- 

the-future-of-plastics-catalysing-action.

plastics made of mixed materials not recyclable: “Why Your Recycling May Not Actually 

Get Recycled,” CBC Radio (podcast), last updated May 2, 2019, https://www.cbc.ca/ 

radio/thesundayedition/the-sunday-edition-for-april-21-2019-1.5099057/why-your- 

recycling-may-not-actually-get-recycled-1.5099103. 

25 percent more waste during holidays: “Christmas Plan Not to Waste,” Zero Waste Canada 

(blog), December 18, 2016, https://zerowastecanada.ca/christmas-plan-not-to-waste. 
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