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What is a waste composition study?

• Categorizing your trash to determine what waste 
can be minimized or recycled

• Data helps determine where money will be best 
spent to reduce waste

• Gives you a baseline to evaluate any progress 
made in your recycling program

• Waste Audit verse Waste Assessment



The Basics
• Decide how specific you want to be; actual weights and numbers

(source separation and tip and sorts) or estimations (observe 
dumpsters and trash and recycling containers)

• Consider what you are purchasing, it will give you a good idea of what 
kind of wastes you are producing.

• Conduct a composition study of the trash in your classrooms, offices, 
cafeteria, kitchen, teacher’s lounge, and dumpsters

• Research the results; what types of waste you are producing, how
much, and if they are recyclable

• Locate problem areas for various materials and minimize usage
• Create a recycling program for materials disposed of in large quantities







Frank Porter Graham Elementary School
Cafeteria Waste Assessment
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(based on collection of data for three (3) days, averaging 395 meals/day)
Total Waste:  246.6 Pound per day/1233 Pounds per week/24.6 Tons per year

Average Waste Generated per Day per Meal
395 meals generates 246.6 Lbs = .62 Lbs per meal per day

Note: Styrofoam averages 22 Lbs per day by weight but take up 330 gallons or 8.15 cu.yd per week



Wake County School’s
Waste Composition Assessments
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California School’s Waste Characterization 
Study Results



Resources to help conduct a 
waste characterization study

• http://www.ciwmb.ca.gov/Schools/WasteReduce/; California’s school waste reduction 
web page; includes information about conducting a waste composition study, the 
composition of their school’s waste, waste reduction strategies, and model programs

• http://curry.edschool.virginia.edu/class/edis/590s4/Miller/School_Waste.htm; This web 
page provides a lesson plan for environmental studies, social studies, or math classes 
that gets students involved in a school waste assessment.

• http://www.mora.org/Pages/trashactivity1.html; The Missouri Recycling Association put 
together a lesson plan to get students involved in a waste audit.  This lesson plan comes 
with details on the materials needed, the procedure, the results, and discussion questions.

• http://www.bridgingthegap.org/pdfs/September%202002%20CEE%20School%20Activi
ty%20Series.pdf; Bridge the Gap is a Kansas City environmental organization that helps 
institute recycling programs and participates in environmental outreach and education.

• http://www.vtrecyclers.org/WASTE_KIT/wasteassessment.htm; This is the Association 
of Vermont Recyclers, whose web page explains how to conduct a waste composition 
study, complete with step-by-step instructions and a printable waste audit form
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