
           

 

              Waste Detective for a Day 
 

Key Terms:  

● Compost: A nutrient-rich fertilizer made from our food and yard scraps. Anything 

we put in our green compost bin becomes fertilizer.  

● Landfill: An area of land meant to handle the disposal of solid waste. The landfill 

is the final destination for anything we put in our garbage bin.  

● Reduce: To make less waste by using fewer items and resources 

● Reuse: To extend the life of an item by using it over and over again or thinking of 

new ways to use it 

● Recycle: To make new products from used materials. This is what happens to 

items put in our blue bin.  

 

Instructions:  

1. For this activity, we will be taking a detailed look at the waste we create for 2 days! 

This is called a waste audit. From when you wake up to when you go to bed, make a 

list of the types of items you are using throughout the day (ex: hard plastic container). 

Tally of these items in the provided table.  

 

To see an example waste audit, please watch (video). For a lesson on how to sort your 

waste correctly into each bin, please watch (video).  

 

2. Next, do your best to reduce your waste over the next week. Try to use less paper, 

reuse containers, and save your leftovers for later! See the provided “Tips and Tricks” 

sheet for more ways to reduce. 

 

3. Conduct another waste audit. Think about what changed and what stayed the same.  
 

Remember: When we put items in the black bin, they go straight to the landfill and are 

buried in the ground forever. This means that if we put compostable or recyclable items 

into the landfill bin, they can never turn into nutrient-rich fertilizer or new items!  

 

We all share the planet Earth with each other. Let’s do our part and think before we 

throw!  

  



           

 

Waste Audit #1    Date:________ 

Material type Tally 

Hard Plastic  
Water bottles, applesauce and yogurt containers, 

peanut butter jars, etc. 

 
 

Soft Plastic  

Chip and candy wrappers, zip-top bags, plastic 
lids to snack containers, etc.  

 
 

Metals  
Cans for tuna, soup, beans,  

soda cans, aluminum foil, etc. 

 
 

Paper/Cardboard  
Boxes for cereal or snack bars, junk mail, 

magazines, newspaper, etc. 

 
 

Glass  
Soda bottles, jars for pasta, jam, pickles, etc. 

 
 

Other  
Plastic straws, plastic utensils, juice boxes, 

tissues, diapers, pet waste, etc. 

 
 

Food Scraps  
Egg shells, fruit peels,chicken bones, 

 any uneaten food items 

 
 

 
Notes and Observations: 

 



           

 

Waste Audit #2    Date:________ 

Material type Tally 

Hard Plastic  
Water bottles, applesauce and yogurt containers, 

peanut butter jars, etc. 

 
 

Soft Plastic  

Chip and candy wrappers, zip-top bags, plastic 
lids to snack containers, etc.  

 
 

Metals  
Cans for tuna, soup, beans,  

soda cans, aluminum foil, etc. 

 
 

Paper/Cardboard  
Boxes for cereal or snack bars, junk mail, 

magazines, newspaper, etc. 

 
 

Glass  
Soda bottles, jars for pasta, jam, pickles, etc. 

 
 

Other  
Plastic straws, plastic utensils, juice boxes, 

tissues, diapers, pet waste, etc. 

 
 

Food Scraps  
Egg shells, fruit peels,chicken bones, 

 any uneaten food items 

 
 

 

Notes and Observations:  



           

 

Data Review 

1)  What material type did you generate the most of?  

 

 

 

2)  What fraction of your waste was soft plastic? 

 

 

 

3)  What fraction of your waste was hard plastic, metals, 

paper/cardboard, glass, AND food scraps? When sorted into the 

correct bins, these items will not end up in a landfill!  

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

1)  How is the waste you create at home different from the waste you 

create at school? Why is it different (or the same)? 

 

 

 

 

2)  Think about your answer to Question 1 of the Data Review. How 

could you reduce the amount of waste you create in this category? 

What about the other categories? 

 

 

 

 

3)  How did this activity make you feel?  

 

 

                     

  



           

 

Practicing the 4R’s at Home! 

Tips & Tricks 
 

Reducing your waste can seem hard, especially when it feels like everything is wrapped 

in packaging! Here are a few tips for practicing the 4R’s (Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, 

Rot) at home. 

 

Bulk Buy: Small snack bags are perfect to pack in our lunches, but they create a lot of 

waste that gets sent to the landfill. Instead, buy a bigger container of your favorite snack 

and pack them in reusable containers. This is also a great way to reduce the number of 

trips you take to the grocery store. 

 

Reuse Reuse Reuse: Store leftovers in containers instead of plastic bags. If you prefer 

plastic bags or it’s what you have on hand, give them a quick rinse so you use them 

more than once. 

 

Instead of putting plastic food containers from restaurants and markets in the recycling 

or trash, clean them out and use them to store food or other small household items. 

 

Dismiss Disposables: When ordering food to-go or delivery, ask the staff not to 

include disposable utensils if you will be eating at home. 

 

Instead of using paper towels, try using more cloth napkins or small hand towels that 

can be washed when necessary.  

 

Beeswax wrap is an easy, sustainable alternative to one-use plastic wrap. You can 

even make your own! 

 

Successful Storage Systems: Try to eat food that will spoil first - move them to the 

front of the fridge or create a special, designated area for them and tell the people you 

are living with!  

 

Bad Banana Becomes Bread: Be creative with produce that is past its prime. Soft 

fruits can go into smoothies and wilted vegetables can be added to soup or stew.  

 

Clean Clutter but Curb Waste: If you plan to start spring cleaning early, save items 

that you don’t want but are in good condition for donation.  


