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WORM COMPOSTING 
 

 

What is worm composting? 

 

Worm composting is using worms to recycle food scraps and other organic material into a valuable soil amend-

ment called vermicompost, or worm compost. Worms eat food scraps, which become compost as they pass 

through the worm's body. Compost exits the worm through its' tail end. This compost can then be used to grow 

plants. To understand why vermicompost is good for plants, remember that the worms are eating nutrient-rich 

fruit and vegetable scraps, and turning them into nutrient-rich compost. 

 

Materials to use—and avoid—in a worm bin: 

 

For millions of years, worms have been hard at work breaking down organic materials and returning nutrients to 

the soil. By using a worm bin, you are simulating the worm's role in nature. Though worms could eat any organic 

material, certain foods are better for the classroom worm bin. 

 

We recommend using only raw fruit and vegetable scraps. Stay away from meats, oils and dairy products, which 

are more complex materials than fruits and vegetables. Thus, they take longer to break down and can attract pests. 

Cooked foods are often oily or buttery, which can also attract pests. 

 

Avoid orange rinds and other citrus fruits, which are too acidic, and can attract fruit flies. Try to use a variety of 

materials. We have found the more vegetable matter, the better the worm bin. Stay away from onions and brocco-

li which tend to have a strong odor. 

 

Setting up a worm bin 

 

Setting up a worm bin is easy. All you need is a box, moist newspaper strips, and worms. To figure out how to set 

up a worm bin, first consider what worms need to live. If your bin provides what worms need, then it will be suc-

cessful. Worms need moisture, air, food, darkness, and warm (but not hot) temperatures. Bedding, made of news-

paper strips or leaves, will hold moisture and contain air spaces essential to worms. 

 

You should use red worms or red wigglers in the worm bin, which can be ordered from a worm farm. The scien-

tific name for the two commonly used red worms are Eisenia foetida and Lumbricus rubellus. 

 

Containers 

 

When choosing a container in which to compost with worms, you should keep in mind the amount of food scraps 

you wish to compost, and where the bin will be located. A good size bin for the classroom is a 5- to 10- gallon 

box or approximately 24" X 18" X 8". The box should be shallow rather than deep, as red wigglers are surface-

dwellers and prefer to live in the top 6" of the soil. 

 

Whether you choose a plastic, wooden or glass container to use as a worm bin is a matter of personal preference  
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based primarily on what is available. Some have wooden boxes which they would like to reuse. Others may prefer 

to buy or reuse a plastic container, such as commercially manufactured storage bin (e.g. "Rubbermaid," "Tucker," 

"Sterilite"). 

 

No matter what material you choose, make sure to rinse out the container before using. For wooden bins, line the 

bottom with plastic (e.g. from a plastic bag or old shower curtain). Cover the bin with a loose fitting lid. This lid 

should allow air into the bin. 

 

Harvesting 

 

If you take care of your worms and create a favorable environment for them, they will work tirelessly to eat your 

"garbage" and produce compost. As time progresses, you will notice less and less bedding and more and more 

compost in your bin. After 3-5 months, when your bin is filled with compost (and very little bedding), it is time to 

harvest the bin. Harvesting means removing the finished compost from the bin. After several months, worms need 

to be separated from their castings which, at high concentrations, create an unhealthy environment for them. 

 

To prepare for harvesting, do not add new food to the bin for two weeks. Then try one of two methods for har-

vesting: 

 

Push all of the worm bin contents to one half of the bin, removing any large pieces of undecomposed food or 

newspaper. Put fresh bedding and food scraps in empty side of bin. Continue burying food scraps only in freshly 

bedded half. 

 

Over the next 2-3 weeks, the worms will move over to the new side (where the food is), conveniently leaving 

their compost behind in one section. When this has happened, remove the compost and replace it with fresh bed-

ding. To facilitate worm migration, cover only the new side of the bin, causing the old side to dry out and encour-

aging the worms to leave the old side. 

 

Hands-On Method: 

 

Dump the entire contents of the worm bin onto a sheet of plastic or paper. Make several individual cone-shaped 

piles. Each pile will contain worms, compost and undecomposed food and bedding. As the piles are exposed to 

light, the worms will migrate towards the bottom of the pile. Remove the top layer of compost from the pile, sep-

arating out pieces of undecomposed food and newspaper. After removing the top layer, let pile sit under light for 

2-3 minutes as the worms migrate down. Then remove the next layer of compost. Repeat this process until all of 

the worms are left at the bottom of the pile. Collect the worms, weigh them (for your record keeping) and put 

them back in their bin with fresh bedding. 

 

Regardless of which method you choose, the compost you harvest will most likely contain a worm or two, along 

with old food scraps and bedding. If you are using the compost outdoors, there is no need to worry--the worms 

will find a happy home and the food scraps and bedding will eventually decompose. If you are using the compost 

indoors, you may want to remove old bedding and food scraps for aesthetic purposes and ensure that there are no 

worms in the compost. Though the worms will not harm your plants, the worms may not like living in a small pot. 

 

For both methods, you may continue to compost your food scraps after harvesting. Just add fresh bedding and 

food scraps. If, for some reason, you do not want to continue composting, please offer the setup to another teacher 

or to someone who will take the worm bin home. Anyone with a garden will find the worm compost extremely 

valuable. As a last resort, if you cannot find anyone who wants good worm compost, you may add the worms to a 

garden bed. 
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Using worm compost 

 

You can use your compost immediately, or you can store it and use it during the gardening season, or whenever. 

The compost can be directly mixed with your potting soil or garden soil as a soil amendment, which helps make 

nutrients available to plants. Or, the compost can be used as a top dressing for your indoor or outdoor plants. 

 

You can also make "compost tea" with your compost. Simply add 1-2" of compost to your water can or rain bar-

rel. Allow compost and water to "steep" for a day, mixing occasionally. Then water plants as you normally 

would. The resulting "tea" helps make nutrients already in the soil available to plants. 

 

 

Source:  http://compost.css.cornell.edu/worms/basics.html Updated 2006 

 

This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials mentioned 

may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State 

must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/

or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist 

or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 
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