
Composting in the School Garden

Farmers, gardeners, homeowners and schools all over Massachusetts are recycling food and yard wastes at the 

Decomposition is a natural biochemical process 
convert organic wastes into nutrients

the natural recycling systems 
of decomposition

humus

Composting also helps protect the environment

Incineration

Use of the garbage disposal

Organic Waste Decomposition

Many different soil organisms called decomposers

Naturally occurring bacteria 

Fungi and protozoans

Later in the cycle,



How Does it Work 

Food:
carbon for energy and nitrogen to grow and 

reproduce. 

“Brown” woody material is high in carbon.  
“green” material, high in 
nitrogen.

Air: 

Moisture:

Volume and Temperature: 

Developing your Composting Program

*  First investigate the need and goals for your composting program. 

school meals such as lunch in the cafeteria? 

Do a waste audit 

*  Meet 

*  Identify interests and knowledge. Introduce the topics
 Survey students and teachers

Get students involved in th

Autumn leaves are “brown” 
compost materials. 

Food scraps are “green” 
compost materials. 

Untreated grass clippings are  
“green” compost materials. 



Make a plan. 

Determine how the compost, recyclables and trash will be handled.

Building the Compost Pile

Select a bin 

one cubic yard is recommended 

Choose a location for your bin. 

Prepare the bin

“Green” materials are nitrogen rich. 

“Brown” materials are carbon rich.

begin to add fresh materials regularly. 



Turn or stir the material in the bin

Avoid Attracting Pests to your Compost Pile:

Vermicomposting

composting with earthworms.

Red worms Eisenia foetida) are best suited for worm composting.

Redworms are , eating and 



extremely proli

Building the Worm Bin 

easiest and least 
expensive method is to convert a large plastic storage container. 

of the container, 

Add water to the bedding material

any type of kitchen waste
Bury the food scraps enough that they are 

the bin



In the Cafeteria & On-Site Composting

determine the number of collection containers 

type and location of each 
of the collection containers - trash, recycling and compost.

Develop signage

Recruit compost monitors 

Plan for managing collected materials following the lunch

complete the cycle through gardening.

Composting Activity Ideas

how much garbage they produce over the course of a day, week, year, lifetime

*  Monitor your wastes.

 research one decomposer organism

 carbon: nitrogen ratio 

“trashed” packaging 
materials,



worms improve the soil. 

*  Worms offer lessons in life cycles.

move through the soil?

*  Make a worm column 

*  Discuss anaerobic and aerobic decomposition.

*  Collect several samples from various stages of compost. Feel, smell, and look at 

Composting Resources

Organizations

Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection

The Green Team: An Environmental Club for Massachusetts Schools

Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources    

Environmental Protection Agency     

Compost Bin Designs: 

University of Wisconsin Cooperative Extension

Curriculum & Resources Websites

Association of Vermont Recyclers: Curriculum    
 
Composting in NH Schools Manual    

Cornell University - Composting at School     



National Institute of Environmental Health    

National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service     

School Ground Transformation       

Montpelier High School compost awareness video available on YouTube:

Books

Let It Rot: The Gardener’s Guide to Composting

The Rodale Guide to Composting

The Wonderful World of Wigglers

The Worm Book: Complete Guide to Gardening and Composting with Worms

Worms Eat My Garbage

P. O. Box 345      Seekonk, MA 02771
www.aginclassroom.org

This Composting Resource for the School Garden was funded by the 
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources through a 2011 

Specialty Crops Grant  from the USDA


