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Grades 3–6: Where Does the 
Garbage Go?

Engage
Show students the classroom garbage can. Without 
touching the garbage, name some of the items you can 
see in the can. Ask students where they think the gar-
bage goes after each day of school. Who picks it up? 
Where does it go first? Where does it go next? Give 
students time to discuss it with a partner. Ask each pair 
of students to draw a diagram showing where the gar-
bage goes with words or pictures. Use these diagrams 
to assess prior knowledge about waste disposal.

Explore
Give each pair of students a copy of the Garbage by the 
Numbers student page (see NSTA Connection). Tell 
students that these numbers and statements are cur-
rent statistics about garbage in the United States. All 
of these statistics are from the book Garbage, Waste, 
Dumps, and You. Pairs should cut out the number 
cards, discuss the statements, and together make their 
best guess to match the numbers with the correct state-
ments. Tell students that they will have an opportunity 
to change their answers later when you read the book. 

Explain
Show students the cover of the book Garbage, Waste, 
Dumps, and You. Tell students that you would like 
them to listen for the numbers and statements from 
the explore activity as you read. When you come to 
one of the answers in the reading, stop and discuss the 
number. Were students surprised? Did they guess cor-
rectly? What are the implications of that number and 
statement? Could this statistic be changed? Should it 
be? As you read each answer, give pairs the opportu-
nity to move their cards and make new guesses. Then 
give students an opportunity to revise their diagrams 
from the engage phase of the lesson, adding the new 
knowledge they have acquired from the book. From the 
reading, students learn that nearly 20% of U.S. waste 
is burned in incinerators and 54% is taken to landfills 
(Check for current rates on the EPA website). They 
also learn that scientists estimate that nearly 90% of all 
waste is recyclable. Discuss the four ways presented in 
the book that we can decrease the amount of trash that 

ends up in landfills and incinerators: Reducing, reus-
ing, recycling, and composting. 

Elaborate
Research your community’s waste disposal programs 
and sites and compare your community’s programs to 
the programs and sites in the book. On the Earth 911 
website (see Internet Resources), students can enter 
their school’s zip code and a specific type of item to find 
out where it can be recycled locally.

Evaluate
Show students the bag of trash that you prepared. Tell 
them that this is one day’s worth of trash produced by 
“Wastey Wally.” Pull each item out and discuss what it 
is. Display all of the items so all students can see them. 
Have students create a four-column chart with these 
headings: reduce, reuse, recycle, compost. For each 
item, they should determine whether or not the item 
can be eliminated totally from the trash (reduced), used 
again (reused), made into something new (recycled), 
or turned into valuable soil or fertilizer (composted). 
Next, have students use their chart to help them com-
pose a persuasive letter telling Wastey Wally how he 
could reduce the amount of trash he sends to the land-
fill. Students should write specifically about the items 
from the bag and include the terms reduce, reuse, recy-
cle, landfill, and compost in their letters.

Internet Resources
Earth 911: Find Local Recycling Centers 

http://earth911.com/
Earth 911 Video: How Plastic Gets Recycled 

http://earth911.com/recycling/plastic/video-how-plastic-
gets-recycled/

Environmental Protection Agency  
www.epa.gov/osw/nonhaz/municipal/

NAPCOR–Free PET Preforms, Pellets, Flakes, and Carpet 
Samples 
www.napcor.com/PET/store.html

Materials
•	 One bag containing approximately four 

lbs. “trash,” including some items that are 
reusable, recyclable, and compostable, and 
some that are not. (e.g., a plastic bottle, coffee 
grounds, plastic shopping bags, used paper, 
gift bags, ribbon, orange peel, magazine or 
newspaper, chip bag, etc.)

Avoid unsanitary or sharp items.


