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A Fresh Look 
at Garbage

Overview

Objectives
•	Gain greater understanding of the collective  

effects of our individual recycling practices
•	Compare mathematical data
•	Collaborate on a task, practicing critical thinking  

and research skills
•	Strengthen presentation skills
•	Improve recycling practices

Tools & Materials
•	Grades 6-8 | A Fresh Look at Garbage PDF

•	Media to show video and/or presentation slides

•	Scale(s)

Prep Time
30–40 minutes

Lesson Time
Three 40-minute sessions

 Grades 6–8
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Students will develop greater understanding of the amount of 
waste generated each day, and the portion that is recyclable, 
by conducting a waste and recycling “audit” at home. They will 
recognize the role each of us plays in contributing to the waste 
stream and develop ideas on how they can reduce the amount 
of garbage they make. Using the data from their home audits, 
students will calculate comparable figures for the amount of 
recyclable and non-recyclable material produced by their class, 
school, and/or district.

Lesson Prep
1.	 Watch Recycling Simplified Teacher Overview | Grades 6-8.

2.	 Print or copy as many as needed of the following materials:

•	Lesson plan

•	Worksheet

•	Take-home handout

3.	 Download or stream Recycling Simplified Student Video | 
Grades 6-8 and the presentation slides for this lesson, and 
set up technology to show them to students.  

The slides provide age-appropriate images and text to reinforce key  
content in the lesson.

4.	 Gather:

•	Scale for weighing lightweight items, such  
as crumpled paper, empty soda can, etc.  
(need at least one; if available, one per team)

Vocabulary

Optional Materials
•	Poster

•	Student certificate

•	Teacher’s Reference Guide

All printed materials available online  
at RecyclingSimplified.com

Audit

Recyclable and  
non-recyclable

Recycling

Recycling center

Waste stream

•	Clean and dry samples of items typically 
found in kitchen recycling containers, 
such as crumpled paper, empty soda 
can, empty plastic water bottle, etc.
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Reasons for the increase in amount 
of garbage generated include: 
population growth, greater use of 
disposable items, and continuous 
technology development, which 
makes items obsolete or encourages 
people to upgrade or replace them.

Waste stream refers to the complete 
life cycle of the waste we produce, 
from putting it in a trash or recycling 
container to how we finally dispose 
of it. 

The good news is that since the 
1990s, we have significantly increased 
recycling and other methods of 
reusing materials.

1.	 Through guided discussion, assess and broaden 
students’ understanding that recycling benefits 
the environment in many ways. It conserves 
resources, because turning recycled material into 
other products takes less energy and creates less 
pollution than manufacturing those products. 
And, of course, it reduces the amount of garbage 
going into the landfill.

Have you heard the term “waste stream?” How do we 
dispose of garbage? How much garbage do you think you 
contribute to the waste stream each day? Do you think 
the amount of garbage in the waste stream is increasing, 
decreasing, or staying the same? 

2.	 Tell students that on average, each individual in 
the U.S. personally produces approximately 4½ 
pounds of garbage each day at home and school. 
When we include commercial and industrial waste, 
that figure increases to 6 pounds, or a total of 
more than 1.8 billion pounds per day. 

The total amount of garbage being generated increases 
every decade. Why do you think that is?

3.	 Explain to students that the last step in the waste 
stream is disposing of garbage into landfills. As 
a society, we have two big challenges related to 
waste – reducing the amount of garbage we make 
and reducing the portion of garbage that goes 
into landfills. 

What are some ways to reduce the amount of garbage  
that goes into landfills? What are some ways to reduce  
the amount of garbage that enters the waste stream in  
the first place?

4.	 Show Recycling Simplified Student Video | Grades 
6-8 and discuss.

Do you recycle at home? Have you been recycling  
correctly? Was there anything in the video that surprised 
you about recycling? 

1

2

3

The Lesson

Continued on next page.
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You can use the age-appropriate 
presentation slides throughout your 
lesson to reinforce key learning 
content and objectives.

The Teacher’s Reference Guide contains 
a wealth of information on recycling 
and landfills, as well as fun facts to  
share with students.
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5.	 Tell students they are going to conduct a one-
day trash and recycling audit at home to find out 
how much their family recycles, how much trash 
they produce, and how much of the trash could 
be recycled. Examining their trash may also help 
them think of ways they can reduce the amount 
of trash produced. Explain to students that they 
will each check with their parents to choose a 
day for conducting their home audit. Before they 
leave for school on their chosen audit day, they 
should make sure that the containers used for 
their kitchen trash and recycling are empty. After 
dinner, they will carefully go through their trash 
and recycling containers separately and record on 
their Waste and Recycling Home Audit Worksheet 
the item(s) and number of each in the recycling 
and trash containers. 

6.	 Explain to students that before they leave for 
school on the day of their audit, they will set out 
three empty garbage bags for the family to use 
when throwing away trash that day and evening. 
The bags should be used as follows: (1) recyclables, 
(2) food waste, (3) other trash. After all trash from 
dinner is added to the bags, students will first 
weigh each of the two bags of trash separately 
(food waste and other trash) using a standard 
scale, and record the weight of each bag on their 
Waste Recycling Home Audit Worksheet. 

Their next step is to carefully go through the bag(s) of 
recyclables and record the item(s) and number of each 
on their worksheet. Tell students to bring their completed 
worksheet to class the day after they conduct their audit.

5

6

As student audits are completed, 
have them write their name on their 
worksheet and collect them. This will 
ensure students don’t misplace them. 
You may also want to review them to 
make sure you have gathered a clean 
and dry sample for the recyclable 
items noted on their worksheets – as 
many as possible – to weigh in class. 
For hard-to-find items, the weight can 
be estimated or researched online. 

Tell students that if they don’t have a 
scale at home, they can use this tip to 
estimate the weight of each trash bag: 
A 13-gallon kitchen trash bag holds 
about 15 pounds of trash when full.
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7.	 Schedule the in-class weighing of recyclables for 
one or two days after the last student audit. On 
weighing day, return your students’ worksheets 
and tell them it’s time to “weigh” their recyclables 
by using samples. Start with a common item, like 
a plastic water bottle, and weigh it. As each item is 
weighed, tell students to check their worksheets 
and write the weight next to that item. Students 
can then calculate the totals for recyclable items 
based on the weight of the single item and the 
number of those items that were in their bags  
at home. 

8.	 When all weighing is completed and students 
have calculated their individual weight totals, 
discuss what they learned.

Which type of recyclable material had the most items on 
your worksheet – show of hands: paper, cardboard, metal, or 
plastic? Which type of recyclable material had the most weight 
on your worksheet? Did you find any non-recyclable items 
that had been placed in the recycling bag by mistake?

How about the contents of your trash bags – what was the 
weight of each? The combined total? Did you find things in 
your trash that could have been recycled – what were they? 
How did the weight of garbage and recycling compare – which 
was heavier? Of course, that depends on the contents – wet 
food waste can be very heavy compared to cardboard boxes. 
Did you find that you needed more than one bag for any of 
the three sorting categories – recycling, food waste, other 
trash – which one(s)? Can you think of ways to improve the 
recycling rate in your home?

9.	 You may wish to extend this lesson by having 
students compile their individual audit figures  
to determine the class total, and then estimate 
the school and/or district totals. Have each 
student provide their individual totals for the 
following data and have a student record them  
on the board:

(1) Total weight of trash
(2) Total weight of recyclables
Weight of recyclables by type: (3) paper, (4) cardboard,  
(5) metal (6) and plastic.

If students will be calculating the 
weight of trash and recyclables for  
the school or district, have the 
necessary figures available, for the 
number of students in your school 
and/or district.

8

9

If you have more than one scale, 
divide students into groups and have 
them weigh the recyclable items on 
their worksheets. Check with the 
groups to help them fill in the weight 
for any items they had difficulty with.

7
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10.	Tell students their task is to first compile their 
class totals, and then use that data to estimate 
the totals for the school and district. Provide  
them with the total number of students in the 
school and at the district level, or have them 
research it online. 

11.	Discuss their findings. Remind them that they  
had used the audit figures as a basis, which 
included only families of their classmates. So 
the numbers would be larger if they included 
teachers, administrators, and other staff at the 
school or district.  

Were they surprised by the numbers – lower or higher than 
expected? What stood out for them regarding recyclables? 
Regarding trash? Do they think this will have an effect on the 
way they recycle at home?

If students will be calculating the 
weight of trash and recyclables for  
the school or district, have the 
necessary figures available, for the 
number of students in your school 
and/or district.

10

11
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Curriculum & Standards Connections

Science – Next Generation Science 
Standards (NGSS)
MS-ESS3-3: Earth and Human Activity

Apply scientific principles to design a method for 
monitoring and minimizing a human impact on  
the environment.

Disciplinary Core Idea ESS3.A: Natural Resources 
Humans depend on Earth’s land, ocean, atmosphere, 
and biosphere for many different resources. Minerals, 
fresh water, and biosphere resources are limited,  
and many are not renewable or replaceable over 
human lifetimes. 

Disciplinary Core Idea ESS3.C: Human Impacts on 
Earth Systems

Typically, as human populations and per-capita 
consumption of natural resources increase, so do the 
negative impacts on Earth unless the activities and 
technologies involved are engineered otherwise. 

Connections to Engineering, Technology, and 
Applications of Science: 

All human activity draws on natural resources and 
has both short- and long-term consequences, positive 
as well as negative, for the health of people and the 
natural environment.

Social Studies – National Council 
for the Social Studies (NCSS)
NCSS Theme: People, Places, and Environments

The study of people, places, and environments enables 
us to understand the relationship between human 
populations and the physical world.

NCSS Theme: Science, Technology, and Society
Science, and its practical application, technology,  
have had a major influence on social and cultural 
change, and on the ways people interact with  
the world.

Takeaways

Guide students through a discussion of the trash and recycling audit. 

What was the most surprising thing you learned about how to recycle correctly? Do you think 
that will help you and your family recycle better? What did you think about the amount of trash 
and recycling in our school (and district if applicable)?  

Depending on your school’s current recycling practices, you  
might wish to discuss the possibility of sharing their findings with  
the school, starting or improving the recycling program, etc. If  
you prepared student certificates, distribute them along with the  
take-home handout. Tell students they can help teach their families 
about recycling. 
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Mathematics – Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS)
Standards for Mathematical Practice

•	 Make sense of problems and persevere  
in solving them

•	 Reason abstractly and quantitatively
•	 Model with mathematics
•	 Attend to precision

Standards for Mathematical Content
Grade 6: Students use reasoning about  
multiplication and division to solve ratio and rate 
problems about quantities.

Grade 7: Students extend their understanding of 
ratios and develop understanding of proportionality 
to solve single- and multi-step problems. 

English Language Arts/ 
Literacy – Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS)  

Reading Informational Text

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.1

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.1

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy RI.8.1
Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what the 
text says explicitly and inferences drawn from the text.

Speaking & Listening

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.6.1 

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.7.1 

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.8.1
Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions 
(one-on-one, groups, and teacher-led)

Science & Technical Subjects 

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RST.6-8.1
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 
science and technical texts.

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RST.6-8.9
Conduct short research projects to answer a question 
(including a self-generated question), drawing  
on several sources and generating additional related, 
focused questions that allow for multiple avenues  
of exploration. 

Recycling Simplified is brought to you by Republic Services®, Inc. We’re working hard every day, without fail, to 
preserve and protect our earth; to develop and implement our BLUE PLANET® sustainable solutions — not just 
for today, but for generations to come. We Work For Earth®.
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Waste and Recycling Home Audit

RECYCLABLE ITEM
How many 
in recycling 
container?

How many  
in trash?

Approximate  
weight per item TOTAL WEIGHT

Paper

Newspaper

Magazines/catalogs

Mail

Other:

Other:

Cardboard

Boxes

Other:

Other:

Metal Cans

Beverage cans

Food cans

Other:

Other:

Plastic

Bottles

Jugs

Other containers

Other:

Other:

Totals:

AT HOME IN CLASS



NON-RECYCLABLE WEIGHT OF BAG

Food waste bag #1

Food waste bag #2 (if needed)

Other trash #1

Other trash #2 (if needed)

Did you find any unaccounted for recyclables  
in these bags? 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

Totals:

AT HOME

Refer to your local recycling program to learn more about specific recyclables and non-recyclables in your city.



Paper Flattened Cardboard

Plastic Bags

Polystyrene

Batteries & 
Electronics

Soiled Paper

Greasy Pizza Boxes

Yard Waste

Clothes & Shoes

Food

ToysMetal Cans Plastic Bottles & Jugs

ALWAYS recycle these items: NEVER recycle these items:

Empty. Clean. Dry.®

Make sure your recyclables 
are empty, clean, and dry.

Don’t bag it
Never bag or bundle your recyclables.

Recycling: Simple as 1-2-3

Know what to throw
1   

2 3   

Recycling Simplifi ed Education Program | Grades 6-12 | Take-Home Handout



If you can poke your fi nger 
 through it, don’t recycle it
If you can push your fi nger through 
it, the plastic is too soft and fl imsy 
to be recycled. It would get tangled 
in the sorting machinery and jam 
up the operation. 

If your recycling container 
 smells, it’s contaminated
If your recycling container stinks, 
it’s contaminated with non-
recyclable waste. Remove the 
waste and rinse out the bin.

Separate combined materials
Keep materials in separate 
categories — hard plastics, metal 
cans, paper and cardboard. 

Keep your recyclables dry – 
less than a teaspoon of liquid
Don’t allow any more than a 
teaspoon of liquid to collect in 
cans, bottles, packages or jugs. 
Recyclables should always be 
empty, clean and dry.

Never recycle anything 
 smaller than an ID card
If the material is too small to go 
through the sorting equipment, 
it could get jammed and shut 
down the whole operation.

TSP

Some things can’t be recycled in your 
bin at home, but they can be recycled 
or reused with proper handling:

Plastic Bags
Plastic bags can often be taken 
to the supermarket to be 
recycled with their specialized 
equipment. Ask your grocery 
store manager for more details. 

Batteries & More
Batteries, electronics and light 
bulbs cannot go into your 
recycling container and require 
special handling. Check local 
programs for disposal options.

Clothing, Shoes & Toys
While these items can’t be 
recycled, they can be reused. 
Consider donating them to your 
local thrift store where they can 
be loved again by someone new!

Pizza Boxes
If you pull the greasy bottom 
apart from the clean top, you 
can recycle the top – and trash 
the rest!

Food Waste
Contact your local municipality 
to see if they have a composting 
program. If not, you can learn 
about creating your own 
compost online. 

   Expert Tips
Learn to avoid common 
mistakes, tell the diff erence 
between what’s recyclable 
and what’s not, and use 
best practices for keeping 
your recycling clean and 
simple. You can really make 
a diff erence.

Contact your local recycling program to learn more about specifi c recyclables and non-recyclables in your city.





This certifi cate recognizes your achievement of completing 
the Recycling Simplifi ed Education Program and your 

commitment to being an expert recycler in our community.

PRESENTERDATE

RECIPIENT

Certifi cate of 
Achievement
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This is a  
recycling center.










































