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At  the start of each school year, our kitchen staff spends
the first two weeks reviewing the cafeteria recycling proce-
dures with the students. A bulletin board with picture clues is
placed in the cafeteria so that each clue shows what kind of
food waste should go to which container. The picture clues
among Curriculum and Teacher Resources in Appendix G can
be used to label your containers and to make a bulletin board.

Initially our food service director stationed her chair near
the waste containers to make sure our students put their food
wastes into the correct container, while she also collected lunch
money. If staff cannot monitor the food-waste recycling, en-
list older students or parent volunteers before or after the
audit. Today this is only done for the first few weeks of school
or until the students are back in the swing of things. Because
our students begin composting food waste in preschool, they
are well trained and sometimes just need a gentle reminder at
the beginning of each new school year.

In my experience, the full success of the project depends
on how well it is integrated into the daily activities of the stu-
dents at school.  Often, programs which depend solely on vol-
unteer support cannot sustain themselves. The program needs
to become systemic if it is to be effective.

The Audit

Set up two food waste containers near the trash and re-
cycling containers already in the cafeteria.  These containers

Figure 5.
Labeled
Containers
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will hold post-consumer food wastes from students who have
already eaten and do their own clean up.

One post-consumer container is for vegetable, grain, and
fruit wastes. Earthworms consume a variety of non-meat food
waste.  This includes all vegetable peelings, fruit rinds, egg
shells, breads, pizza crust, coffee grounds, pancakes, oranges,
noodles, beans, melons, and much more. The second post-
consumer container will hold meat waste and bones, plus
dairy products which include cheese and milk.

Earthworms naturally eat both vegetable and animal
foods. They can easily eat meat and clean off bones quite well,
providing nitrogen for the variety of microorganisms living

Figure 6.
Chart Courtesy of
Mary Appelhof



 Chapter 2. Determine Your Vermicomposting Needs

13all contents ©1999 Flower Press

in the same vicinity.  However, do not include meat, cheese, or
milk in the wastes offered to them at school for several rea-
sons.

We are all familiar with the stench of decaying meat.  The
odor is caused by putrefaction, the breakdown of protein.
Having that type of odor outside of a classroom door is deter-
rent enough.  Coupled with the smell,  the process of putre-
faction will also attract flies, maggots, and in rural areas,
skunks, rats, bears, and other creatures that go bump in the
night.  Student behavior, however, is the most important rea-
son I have found for not including meat in our worm bins at
school. Students do not mind handling the vermicomposted
vegetable food wastes, but they absolutely will not touch de-
caying meat. Occasionally some meat, cheese, or milk will find
its way into the bins but it is never enough to cause any prob-
lem.

Each day as the students empty their plates in the cafete-
ria, they put their food wastes into appropriately-labeled con-
tainers. After lunch, students weigh and record the weight of
only the food waste (see Figure 7) collected from both the pre-
consumer kitchen and post-consumer cafeteria locations. In
just one month, enough information will be obtained from
this audit to calculate the initial system design. On average
how many pounds of food waste were collected each day?
Add all daily amounts and divide by the total number of col-

Figure 7.
Weighing Food
Waste at School
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lection days. Knowing the amount of worm food to recycle at
your site comes before figuring how many pounds of red-
worms you will need to vermicompost what is generated.

Using Mary Appelhof’s simple worm:garbage ratio of 2:1,
multiply by two the average weight of food wastes collected
per day during the audit to determine how many pounds of
worms must be purchased at the start of the project (see Chap-
ter 8). Calculating how many bins to construct for their hous-
ing can also wait.

After the Audit

Now that you’ve used audit data to complete the first
calculations, double the number of project containers in the
lunchroom. Four containers for lunch-generated waste will
be placed in the cafeteria-exit path, two each for food waste
and nonfood waste. Label all containers with words and pic-
ture clues to reinforce their desired contents:

1. Vegetable wastes
2. Protein wastes
3. Empty paper bags
4. Yucky trash

“Yucky” trash includes non-recyclables such as plastic
food bags, napkins, and tissues. Health and safety reasons
make avoiding the recycling of  napkins, tissues, or used pa-
per towels a good idea.

Recycling containers for glass, paper, and plastic should
also be available for non-lunch generated waste.  Recycling of
these items is a separate project from the recycling of food
waste for vermicomposting.

Figure 8.
Containers Needed
in the Cafeteria


