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Recycling 
Detectives

Overview

Objectives
•	Gain greater understanding of how our  

actions can affect the environment
•	Collaborate on a task and practice critical  

thinking skills
•	Strengthen writing skills by summarizing  

key points
•	Improve recycling practices

Tools & Materials
•	Grades 3-5 | Recycling Detectives PDF

•	Media to show video and/or presentation slides

Prep Time 
15–20 minutes

Lesson Time 
40–50 minutes

Grades 3–5
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Students will learn about the recycling process and how improperly 
recycled items can cause problems or contaminate other recyclables. 
They will work in small groups, practicing collaborative and critical 
thinking skills, to sort cards with pictures of common items into 
recyclables, non-recyclables, and potential recyclables, and decide 
how some of the potential recyclables can be made recyclable. They 
will receive a handout to share what they’ve learned with their 
family and encourage recycling at home.

Vocabulary

Optional Materials
•	Poster

•	Student certificate

•	Teacher’s Reference Guide

•	Quick Reference: Recycling  
Card Deck

All printed materials available online  
at RecyclingSimplified.com

Contamination

Landfill

Mixed-materials 
packaging

Recyclable and  
non-recyclable

Recycling

Recycling facility

Lesson Prep
1.	 Watch Recycling Simplified Teacher Overview | 

Grades 3-5 if you haven’t yet seen it.

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

•	Lesson plan

•	Deck of cards

•	Worksheet

•	Take-home handout

3.	 Download or stream Recycling Simplified Student 
Video | Grades 3-5, Recycling Center Video Tour | 
Grades 3-5, Modern Landfill Video Tour | Grades 3-5, 
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. You can extract them from the PDF to 
show on-screen or print and distribute them as you see fit.



Recycling Simplified Education Program | Grades 3-5 | Recycling Detectives

4

The Teacher’s Reference Guide contains 
a wealth of information on these  
and other recycling issues and topics, 
as well as fun facts to share with 
students.

1.	 If it hasn’t been shown before, have 
students watch Recycling Simplified 
Student Video | Grades 3-5. Through guided 
discussion, assess and broaden students’ 
understanding of how recycling can have a 
positive effect on our environment. Explain 
that for recycling to be effective, we must 
do it properly. Mishandled recyclables can 
cause problems from jamming recycling 
center machinery to contaminating an 
entire load so that it all becomes trash.

What are some examples of things we can and 
can’t recycle? Are there examples that you think 
would be hard to decide if they can be recycled? 
Why do we recycle? What happens to the things 
we do recycle – where do they go? What do you 
think takes place at a recycling facility? What 
problems do you think might occur if we don’t 
handle recyclables properly?

2.	 Show Recycling Center Video Tour | Grades 
3-5 and discuss with students.

Did the recycling center look like what you 
expected? What things did you learn from the 
video? What surprised you?

3.	 Explain to students that sometimes 
it’s difficult to figure out if an item is 
recyclable or not. Tell them they will 
need to be “recycling detectives” because 
they are going to sort a deck of cards 
showing three kinds of items: recyclables, 
non-recyclables, and items that are 
potentially recyclable – that is, we need 

1

2

3

The Lesson

The Quick Reference: Recycling  
Card Deck identifies the recyclable, 
non-recyclable, and potentially 
recyclable items. 

You can use the age-appropriate 
presentation slides throughout your 
lesson to reinforce key learning 
content and objectives.
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to do something to each one of those 
items to recycle it correctly. Discuss these 
commonly seen potentially recyclable 
items and tips for recycling them correctly.
Items that combine different types of material need 
to be separated into their parts, and each part may 
be recyclable or not. Can you think of an example? 
Here are some common ones: 

•	 Many toys, batteries, cell phone accessories, 
etc., come in mixed-materials packaging that 
combines cardboard and a hard plastic shell. 
Once they’re separated, each of those parts can 
be recycled.

•	 Some envelopes have a clear cellophane window 
where your name and address show through. 
Only the paper part of the envelope is recyclable; 
the plastic part should be thrown away.

Here’s a tip about recycling plastic: 
•	 If it’s thin and flimsy and you can poke your 

finger through it, like a plastic grocery bag, 
it’s not recyclable and can get tangled in the 
machinery.

Items made of a single recyclable material may need 
an extra step to recycle them correctly. Can you think 
of anything this applies to? Here are some examples: 

•	 We all know that cardboard is recyclable. 
But with things like a used pizza box, we can 
only recycle the part that’s clean. We need to 
throw away any part that is greasy or has food 
residue because it can contaminate a whole 
load of recyclables.

•	 That goes for plastic containers too, like 
bottles and jugs. We need to rinse them out 
so there’s no food or liquid left inside, and 
then let them dry.

•	 And if we have the cap, we should put it back 
on after it is rinsed and dried, before putting 
the bottle or jug in our recycling container. 

Remind students that we always 
want to recycle as much as we can, 
but we don’t want to let things be 
recycled that can contaminate other 
recyclables or cause problems at the 
recycling center. 
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Here’s another tip: Items that are smaller than an 
ID card or credit card can get jammed in recycling 
machinery, so things like loose, small plastic caps and 
lids should be put in the trash, if they aren’t screwed on 
the original bottle or jug.

4.	 Divide your students into groups and give 
each group a worksheet and a shuffled 
deck of cards containing intermingled 
pictures of recyclable, non-recyclable, and 
potentially recyclable items. 

5.	Tell the groups that their task is to sort their 
deck of cards into three piles: recyclable 
items, non-recyclable items, and five items 
that are potentially recyclable. Once they 
have finished sorting, each group should 
work together to complete the worksheet 
by listing the five items they identified as 
potentially recyclable and, for each one, 
writing a brief explanation of what needs to 
be done to make it recyclable.

6.	 Have each group present one potential 
recyclable and what has to be done  
for it to be recyclable. Discuss any items 
that were incorrectly identified as potential 
recyclables and any that were overlooked. 
 You can extend this lesson to build upon students’  
new learning that improperly recycled items end up 
going to a landfill. The next page presents a lesson 
extension for students to learn about modern landfills 
and how they are designed, constructed, and monitored 
to protect the environment.

5

6

4

Here are some examples of what 
students could write in explaining  
the potentially recyclable items on  
the worksheet:
•	 Envelopes with cellophane 

window: “Pull off the window,” 
or “Tear off the part with the 
window and recycle the rest of the 
envelope,” or similar

•	 Store packaging that combines 
plastic shell and cardboard: 
“Separate the plastic from the 
cardboard and recycle both pieces”  
or similar  

•	 Plastic bottle with liquid in it: 
“Pour out the liquid and let it dry”  
or similar

•	 Plastic food container with visible 
food residue: “Rinse the bottle  
to remove the food and let it dry”  
or similar

•	 Used pizza box with greasy and 
clean portions visible: “Tear off the 
greasy portion and throw it away 
and recycle the rest” or similar
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1.	 Ask students what they know about 
modern landfills.

How would you describe a landfill – do you have 
a picture in your mind of what it looks like? Smells 
like? Why do we have landfills?

2.	 Have students write one or two 
paragraphs describing their perception 
of landfills and identifying possible issues 
related to building and maintaining them.

3.	 Show Modern Landfill Video Tour | Grades 
3-5 and discuss with students.

Did the landfill look like you had imagined? Larger 
or smaller than you expected? Was there anything 
you saw or heard that surprised you? How about 
the possible issues that you identified – did the
video address them? Do you have any questions 
that weren’t addressed in the video?

4.	 If students have unanswered questions, 
break them into small groups and give 
each group a question to research further 
and report their findings to the class.

5.	 Depending on the time available and your 
students’ interest, you might also consider:

•	 Inviting a guest speaker to talk with students, 
such as a community or environmental 
manager from your local landfill, or an official 
from your community’s agency in charge of 
waste disposal or environmental protection.

•	 Looking into a student field trip to a recycling 
center and/or landfill in your community.

1

2

3

Lesson Extension

4

5
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Curriculum & Standards Connections
Science – Next Generation Science 
Standards (NGSS)
4-ESS3-1: Earth and Human Activity

Obtain and combine information to describe that 
energy and fuels are derived from natural resources 
and their uses affect the environment.

Core Idea ESS3.A: 
Energy and fuels that humans use are derived from 
natural sources, and their use affects the environment 
in multiple ways. Some resources are renewable over 
time, and others are not. 

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.

Core Idea ESS3.C: 
Human activities in agriculture, industry, and everyday 
life have had major effects on the land, vegetation, 
streams, ocean, air, and even outer space. But 
individuals and communities are doing things to help 
protect Earth’s resources and environments. 

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.

English Language Arts/ 
Literacy – Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) 
•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.3.1

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.4.1

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.5.1
Engage effectively in collaborative conversations 
(one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly. Follow agreed-upon rules for 
discussions. 

Takeaways

Guide students through a review of key points – the positive impact  
of recycling in reducing pollution and protecting the environment; 
being aware of items that may need some extra preparation  
before being placed in the recycling bin; contamination and other 
problems that can occur when items are recycled improperly, 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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•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.3.4

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.4.4

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.5.4
Report on a topic or text with appropriate facts and 
relevant, descriptive details, speaking clearly at an 
understandable pace.

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.3.6

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.4.6

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.5.6
Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate 
conversational, general academic, and domain-
specific words and phrases.

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.2

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.2

•	 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

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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Potential item How do we make it recyclable? 

Can it be 
recycled?

Group Number



Paper Cardboard 
Boxes

Metal Cans Plastic Bottles 
& Jugs

Yes No
ALWAYS recycle these things: NEVER recycle these things:

Food

Greasy Pizza 
Boxes

Paper Clips

Toys

Juice Boxes Plastic Bags Clothes 
& Shoes

Dirty Napkins 
& Tissues

Art Supplies

Recycling Simplifi ed Education Program | Grades PreK-5 | Take-Home Handout



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 local 
grocery store manager for more details. 

Batteries & More
Batteries, electronics and light bulbs cannot 
go into your recycling bin 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!

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. 

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

Before you toss your recyclables in the bin, 
remember these simple tips:  

Make sure your 
recyclables are empty, 

clean, and dry.

Never bag or bundle 
your recyclables.

FOR PARENTS

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



Contact your local recycling program to learn more about specifi c recyclables and non-recyclables in your city. Recycling Simplifi ed Education Program | Grades 3-5 | Poster

Paper Flattened Cardboard

Food Greasy Pizza Boxes

Paper Clips

Toys

Metal Cans Plastic Bottles & Jugs

Juice Boxes Plastic Bags

Dirty Napkins 
& Tissues

Art Supplies

NEVER recycle these things:

Recycle 
these things:



As an expert recycler, you set a positive 
example for our community. 

You are truly a Recycling Super Star!

PRESENTERDATE

RECIPIENT

Expert 
Recycler

Recycling Simplifi ed Education Program | Grades 3-5 | Student Certifi cate
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Separate the recyclable 
materials from eachother.

Separate the recyclable 
materials from eachother.

Ensure all recyclables are 
empty, clean and dry.

Ensure all recyclables are 
empty, clean and dry.

Separate the clean, 
recyclable top from the 
contaminated bottom.
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