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UNIT 1: From Waste to Resource

Unit Summary

In this unit, students will learn about various ways of dealing with waste, including landfills, recycling, and composting. Students will practice sorting waste items and learn the importance of recycling and composting. Students will have various opportunities to play games watch videos to learn about landfills, recycling, and composting, and to write about what they have learned.

Note: All lessons in this unit could easily be adapted for use in 2nd and 3rd grade classrooms by using related Common Core standards at those grade levels. Common Core standards in writing are quite similar at these grade levels. Not only can the standards be adapted to these grade levels, but the activities in these lessons are also appropriate for students at the age of 2nd and 3rd grades.

Lesson Summaries:

Lesson 1.1 ~ Biodegradable vs. Non-biodegradable

Students will learn the difference between biodegradable and non-biodegradable items. Students will play a card-sorting game in which they separate cards of waste items into the categories of biodegradable and non-biodegradable and explain why they chose that particular category. Lastly, students will write to describe the difference between biodegradable and non-biodegradable items.

Lesson 1.2 ~ Cafeteria Waste Sorting

Students will learn how landfills are harmful to our environment. Students will then build upon their knowledge of biodegradable and non-biodegradable items to learn what items from the cafeteria are composted, recycled, or thrown in the trash. Students will play another card-sorting game to help them practice waste separation in the cafeteria. This lesson focusses on using speaking and listening skills so students can explain and understand each other's reasoning.

Lesson 1.3 ~ How Does Composting Work?

Students will watch a video about composting. Students will listen to a brief lecture by the teacher about the compost food web, the role organisms (especially bacteria, fungi, and actinomycetes) play in the decomposition of organic residues, as well as the four ingredients compost needs. Students will then process what they learned by doing a writing, drawing, and matching activity.

Lesson 1.4 ~ How Does Recycling Work?

Students will watch a video about recycling. Students will then select a particular recyclable item mentioned in the video that they are most interested in. Students will form groups based on their recyclable item of interest to watch another video that goes into more detail about their selected item. Students will then write a paper that describes the sequence of how their item is recycled.

Lesson 1.5 ~ What's Your Opinion?

Students will synthesize the information they have learned over the previous four lessons to write an opinion piece on the topic: “Why should we compost and recycle instead of just throwing things in the trash?”
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From Waste to Resource

Lesson 1.1 ~ Biodegradable vs. Non-biodegradable

Teacher:
Grade Level: 1
Date:

Author: Wes Oswald

	Common Core
	•CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.1.2

	Standard:
	Write informative/explanatory texts in which they name a topic, supply some

	
	facts about the topic, and provide some sense of closure.

	
	

	Ecology Objective:
	•Students will understand the difference between biodegradable and non-

	
	biodegradable items.

	
	

	Enduring
	Interconnectedness (being joined or related): Organisms and their

	Understandings
	environments are interconnected; changes in one part of the system will

	and Essential
	affect other parts of the system.

	Questions
	•Why does it matter to think about whether something is biodegradable or

	
	non-biodegradable?

	
	

	Content Objective:
	•Students will write to explain the difference between biodegradable items

	Math Reading
	and non-biodegradable items.

	Writing
	•Students will name the topic, write some facts, and write a closing sentence.

	Other:
	

	
	

	Language
	

	Objective:
	

	
	


	Vocabulary
	
	
	Materials
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Biodegradable, non-biodegradable
	
	•(1 per table group) Biodegradable Non-

	
	
	
	biodegradable Sorting Cards Game (see

	
	
	
	accompanying documents)
	

	
	
	
	•(1 per student) Biodegradable and Non-

	
	
	
	biodegradable sheet (see accompanying

	
	
	
	documents)
	

	
	
	
	• Crayons
	

	
	
	
	•(1 per table group) Mini whiteboard and dry-

	
	
	
	erase marker
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Seasonality: This lesson is not dependent on seasonality.
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Monsoon
	Autumn
	Winter
	
	Spring
	Dry Summer

	July-Sept.
	Oct.-Nov.
	Dec- Feb.
	
	Mar.-Apr.
	May-June

	
	
	
	
	
	


Anticipatory Set: (5 minutes)

Give each student a strip of paper that they can write a sentence or two on. Then project the chart and statement below. Read the statement to the students.
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Here is a diagram of some common things people use and then “throw away.” Study the two sides. What is the difference between the two sides? Why are some things on one side and some on the other?

	
	Side 1
	
	Side 2

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Activity/Investigation:

Review and Discuss Anticipatory Set (5 minutes)

1. Have students share together what makes the two sides of objects different. Then have individuals share their idea to the whole class. As students share, create a t-chart on the board and write key differences between the items from both sides. Students will likely say things like,

“Side 1 is mostly from plants,” or “Side one is stuff from nature,” and “Side 2 is not food,” or “Side 2 is stuff from stores.” Accept any responses that make sense.
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Direct Instruction (10 minutes)

2. Reveal to students that the items above are put into 2 different categories because some are biodegradable and some are non-biodegradable. Biodegradable means “able to be broken down by nature and turn into soil again.” Non-biodegradable means “NOT able to be broken down by nature and won’t turn into soil again.” Now label your t-chart chart headings as “biodegradable” and “non-biodegradable.” Have students repeat these words and definitions after you. Tell students that biodegradable things come from plants or animals. Point out examples from the anticipatory set and how they match the definitions. (Note: the napkin comes from paper, which is from a tree. The rice comes from a rice plant.)

3. Explain the word parts to students:

o Bio means life. This is meaningful because biodegradable items are broken down by living organisms like bacteria and fungi (more on this in lesson 3)

o Degrade means to break down into smaller pieces. o Non means not.

4. Tell students that things that are biodegradable break down back into soil in nature. Water, sunlight, bugs, and microscopic organisms like bacteria and fungus all work together to turn biodegradable things back into soil. This is important to think of because all the things we use are either biodegradable or non-biodegradable. (Note: students will learn why this is important in the next lesson.)

5. Tell students that they will play a sorting game to determine if some common objects are biodegradable or non-biodegradable. Tell students that each table group (3-5 kids or so) will get a deck of cards facedown. Each card will have a word and a picture on it. Your job is to take turns (one at a time) take the top card, read it out loud and shows the picture to the kids at your table. Then you will decide whether that object is biodegradable or non-biodegradable. Each group will also get a small whiteboard and a marker. Make a blank t-chart on the board writing the words biodegradable and non-biodegradable at the top as labels. Once you decide which category your object goes into, explain to your group why you made that decision. If your group agrees, place the card in the correct category. If not, your table group can try to change your mind. Once you have all agreed, place the card on matching side of your t-chart. Then it’s the next person’s turn. You will start with the person at your table that has the longest hair and continue playing in a clockwise fashion.

6. Provide an example to the students yourself by selecting a card, thinking aloud, and then explaining the choice you made. Ask the class if they agree or not. Then place the card on the matching side of the white board.

Sorting Game (10 minutes)

7. Monitor game play and note any cards that are challenging. These are the cards you will discuss with the class after game play.
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