
 

 

 

 

  
KENTUCKY 4-H LESSON PLANNING GUIDE 

Dumpster Dive Activity 

 

Learn more at www.kentucky4h.org  or contact your county extension office. 

Time Needed 

Skill/Grade Level 

Core Area 

 30 minutes 

 

 All ages 

 

 

 Natural Resources 

Life Skills 

 Decision-making  

 Wise Use of Resources 

 

Objectives/Outcomes 
 Understand what recycling and composting are and why they are important.  

 Understand that landfill space should be limited to items that cannot be 
recycled, composted, or reused. 

 Identify items that can be recycled, composted, and reused.  

Introduction to Content 
In this activity, participants take part in a mock dumpster dive. Participants sort 

items based on if the item can be composted, recycled, reused, or donated (to a 

charitable organization) or if the item should be thrown away in the garbage (and 

ultimately sent to the landfill). 

Background Information  
This section includes information for the instructor on the following: compost, 

recycle, reuse, and garbage.  

Compost 

Americans, on average, produce nearly four and one-half pounds of waste per 

person per day with roughly 35% being recycled or composted. Of the waste 

discarded, food waste contributes the largest percentage being sent to landfills (U.S. 

EPA, 2018).  An alternative to discarding food and other organic waste materials is to 

compost these materials in a backyard compost bin. Composting is a tool that allows 

us to control and speed up the natural decomposition process of organic materials. 

Removing these items from landfills conserves energy and natural resources, and 

reduces air and water pollution. The resulting compost can be used to improve soil 

quality and plant growth. 

 

Examples of organic items that can be added to a backyard compost bin include: 

 Leaves 

 Sticks 

 Grass clippings 

 Yard waste 

 Hay  

 Fruit and vegetables scraps 

 Coffee grounds and tea bags 

 Newspaper 

http://www.kentucky4h.org/
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Dumpster Dive Activity 
 Examples of items that should not be added to a backyard compost bin include: 

 Meats, meat products, bones, or fish 

 Fats, greases, or oil 

 Baked good (such as breads, cakes, cookies, and pies) 

 Dairy products (such as milk, cheeses, and yogurt)  

 Pet waste, kitty litter, or manure 

 Yard waste treated with chemicals 

  

Meats and meat products, fats, greases, oil, baked goods, and dairy products may begin to produce an odor, mold, 

and/or attract rodent pests as they begin to breakdown and decompose. Pet waste, kitty litter, and manure are not 

recommended for backyard compost bins due to pathogens they may contain.  

 

For additional information about backyard composting the Household Composting: Methods and Uses for Compost 

Purdue Extension Bulletin is available online (web address is available in the References and Additional Resources 

section of this activity).    

 

Recycle 

The U.S. EPA defines recycling as “…the process of collecting and processing materials that would otherwise be 

thrown away as trash and turning them into new products.”  Recycling reduces the amount of “stuff” that goes to 

landfills and conserves resources (such as energy, water, timber, and minerals). For more information on recycling 

visit the U.S. EPA’s website on recycling basics at https://www.epa.gov/recycle/recycling-basics.    

 

What can and cannot be recycled differs from community to community. Contact your county Solid Waste 

Coordinator for information on your community’s recycling program.  Contact information for county Solid Waste 

Coordinators can be found online at https://tinyurl.com/KYSWC.    

 

Examples of items that may be recyclable in your community include:  

 Plastic soda and water bottles 

 Plastic milk and juice jugs 

 Cleaning product bottles 

 Shampoo and conditioner bottles 

 Toilet paper and paper towel tubes 

 Paper, phonebooks, magazines, and newspapers 

 Cardboard 

 Cereal, cracker, cake mix, and spaghetti boxes 

 Glass beverage bottles 

 Glass jars (such as salsa jars, spaghetti jars, etc.)  

 Steel and aluminum cans 

  

Reuse 

Like recycling, reusing products decreases the amount of “stuff” that goes to landfills and conserves resources that 

would be used to dispose of these products and make new products.  

Learn more at www.kentucky4h.org  or contact your county extension office. 

 

https://www.epa.gov/recycle/recycling-basics
https://tinyurl.com/KYSWC
http://www.kentucky4h.org/
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Dumpster Dive Activity 
Examples of items that can be reused: 

 Plastic food containers (used for yogurt, sour cream, cottage cheese, coffee etc.) can be washed and used to 

store items, such as buttons, nails, pencils, etc. 

 Newspaper can be used as packing material or as gift wrap (the comic section is great for wrapping presents).  

 Shoe boxes, cardboard rolls, and old socks can be used for craft projects. 

 Milk jugs can be used as seed starters. 

 

Examples of items that can be donated: 

 Gently used clothing, shoes, and accessories 

 Magazines and books 

 Home décor 

 Toys 

 

Garbage 

Items that cannot be composted, recycled, or reused end up being thrown away as garbage, ultimately being sent to 

landfills. For more information on landfills and how they work, visit https://tinyurl.com/epa-landfill a teacher 

factsheet on landfills from the U.S. EPA. 

 
 

Materials Needed  
 Garbage bag 

 Items that can be composted 

 Items that can be recycled 

 Items that can be reused 

 Items that can be donated 

 Garbage (items that cannot be composted, recycled,                                                                                                      

reused, or donated) 

 

 

Getting Ready  
Prior to the activity: 

1. Contact your county Solid Waste Coordinator. Ask for information on your community’s recycling program.  

Contact information for coordinators can be found online at https://tinyurl.com/KYSWC.    

2. Collect items that be composted, recycled, reused, and donated, as well as several items of garbage (see Table 1 

for examples). Place all items in a garbage bag.  

 

 

 

Learn more at www.kentucky4h.org  or contact your county extension office. 

 

https://tinyurl.com/KYSWC
http://www.kentucky4h.org/
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Dumpster Dive Activity 
Table 1.  

Item Location 

Aluminum can Recycle bin 

Glass food jar (e.g., salsa jar) Recycle bin or reuse  

Newspaper Recycle bin, compost, reuse (e.g., packing material or gift wrap) 

Plastic bottle Recycle bin or garbage depending on the recycling symbol  

Styrofoam  Garbage 

Clothing Donate (if gently used) or reuse as old rags (if not suitable for donating) 

Banana peel  Compost  

Apple core Compost  

Milk jug Recycle bin (depending on recycling symbol) or reuse (e.g., seed starter) 

Ceramic mug Donate 

 

Activity 
1. To begin the activity, discuss composting, recycling, and reusing (and donating) with participants. See Background 

Information for more information.  

2. Explain to participants that you will be pulling one item at a time from the garbage bag. Participants are to raise 

their hand and tell you whether the item can be composted, recycled, reused, donated, or sent to the 

garbage/landfill.  Some items may be a combination, such as paper can be composted, recycled, and possibly 

reused. 

 

Extension/Alternative Activity (Dumpster Dive Relay Race)  

1. Break participants up into two or more teams (the number of teams will depend on the number of participants 

present).  

2. Provide each team with a garbage bag containing items that can be composted, recycled, reused, donated, or 

sent to the garbage/landfill. Each garbage bag for each team should contain the same number of items. If 

possible have the same or similar items in each garbage bag as well.  

3. Have one receptacle for each of the following per team: compostable, recyclable, reusable, donation, 

garbage/landfill. Label each receptacle and place in a row for each team.  

4. Line teams up 30 +/- feet away from receptacles.  

5. Explain to participants that one team member will select an item from their team's garbage bag. The team 

member will then run to the appropriate receptacle for that item and place that item in the receptacle. The team 

member will then run back to their team and tag the next team member in line. That team member will then 

select an item from the garbage bag, run and place the item in the correct receptacle, and tag the next person,  

 

Share/Process/Generalize (Reflect) 
Share: What did you learn? 

 

Process: What part of the activity taught you the most? 

Learn more at www.kentucky4h.org  or contact your county extension office. 

 

http://www.kentucky4h.org/
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and so forth and so on until all the items have been placed in their appropriate 

receptacle.  

6. The team that places all their items in the correct receptacle first wins the race. 

7. After the race is completed, review each of the items with the entire group. Did 

each team place each item in the correct receptacle? Discuss as a large group. 

 

Share/Process/Generalize (Reflect) 
Share: What did you learn? 
 

Process: What part of the activity taught you the most? 
 

Generalize: What was the most important thing you learned? 

 

Apply 
 Brainstorm ideas to decrease the amount of waste that goes to landfills (e.g., 

composting, recycling, reusing, donating). After brainstorming, ask each 

participant to write one action item that he/she will do to reduce waste (e.g., 

start recycling soda cans at home; using a reusable water bottle; collecting 

magazines to donate to the library or local nursing home).  

 Take part in the POP Pass on Plastics Pledge.  
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Extended Learning  

 Have your 4-H club 

participate in the POP Pass 

on Plastics Pledge. 

 Have your 4-H Club 

develop a plan to reduce 

waste at your club 

meetings and events (e.g., 

ask members to bring their 

own reusable water bottle 

to each meeting, avoiding 

individually wrapped 

snacks, buys items used 

frequently in bulk)  

 

 Have your club plan and 

implement a litter clean-up 

event. After collecting 

litter, have youth sort items 

based on what can be 

recycled and what cannot. 

 Encourage club members 

to write an article for the  

4-H newsletter on ways 4-H 

members can reduce the 

amount of waste they 

create. 

Volunteering 

 Encourage members to 

organize a donation drive 

to collect reusable items 

(e.g., toys, clothes, shoes) 

and donate to a local 

charity (e.g., Goodwill).  

Civic Engagement 

Communications 

http://www.kentucky4h.org/
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