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School Composting Quick Guide 
 

Having a compost site on school grounds can provide a hands-on teaching and learning 

opportunity for students, connect with the environment, and practice sustainability. Composting 

on-site helps reduce greenhouse gas emissions, reduces landfill waste, and produces a soil 

amendment that can improve soil health in school gardens, lawns, or planter boxes. 

Building a robust and sustainable composting system requires thoughtful planning far 

before bin construction and material collection. Below is our quick question guide to help you 

start thinking about your school’s compost program. 

Identify intended materials for collection 
 What materials will be accepted? Just yard waste? Milk? Food Waste?  

 Where will you source and store your brown bulking materials? 

 Select an appropriate bin system for the materials being collected.  

Collaborate with all stakeholders, teachers, staff and students 

 Who needs to approve the operations, site, and funding? 

 What collection system and staffing schedule will meet everyone’s needs? 

 Who is responsible for managing the program and composting site? 

 What are the best ways to engage and energize each group? 

Educate the students and staff on acceptable materials 
 How can students help educate fellow students? Teachers? Staff? 

 What kind of ownership or connection do students have to the process? 

 How can composting be integrated into classes? 

Plan for the future 
 Are multiple teachers, staff, parents actively planning and managing? 

 Is there space to expand composting capacity in the future? 

 Can this program be implemented to other schools in the district? 

Below are a few more detailed guides to creating and managing school composting programs. 

Composting at School, Chittenden Solid Waste District, Vermont 

On-Site Composting: School Implementation Guide, Vermont DEC 

School Composting- Let’s Get Growing!, Cornell Waste Management Institute 

Selecting A Backyard Compost Bin, UCONN Soil Nutrient Analysis Laboratory 

https://compostingcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Composting-at-School-0307.pdf
http://dec.vermont.gov/sites/dec/files/wmp/SolidWaste/Documents/ANR%20On-Site%20Composting%20School%20Implementation%20Guide.pdf
http://compost.css.cornell.edu/SchoolCompostingLetsGetGrowing.pdf
http://www.soiltest.uconn.edu/documents/compostbinsfactsheet6-14.pdf


 
 

Visit our website, email jse67@cornell.edu, or call (607) 584-5011 for more information. 

 
 

EPA Webinars: School Composting and Food Waste Reduction 
 

The ABC’s of K-12 Food Waste Reduction- Start with the Guide to Conducting Student Food 

Waste Audits 

https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-abcs-

k-12-food-waste-reduction-start 

 

“We can reduce food loss and waste throughout the food system, and significant reductions can 

happen at institutions, such as schools. Students and schools can find opportunities and 

participate in actions that reduce waste and ensure nutritious food ends up feeding people, not 

landfills by taking a closer look at what’s being thrown away at their location.” 

“In April 2017, EPA, the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the University of Arkansas 

finalized the Guide to Conducting Student Food Waste Audits: A Resource for Schools. The 

guide presents information for students, and those who work in schools, on the value of 

conducting an audit, how to perform the audit itself, and what to do with the data collected. It 

also includes a number of food waste prevention ideas.” 

 

Changing How We Think About Our Resources for a Better Tomorrow: How to Donate Surplus 

Food from K-12 Schools 

https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-

changing-how-we-think-about-our 

 

“This EPA-hosted webinar will show K-12 schools how to improve their bottom line, feed 

hungry people, and reduce wasted food by learning from schools engaged in surplus food 

donation from school cafeterias. Also, the U.S. Department of Agriculture will clarify its food 

donation policy and the legal implications of surplus food donation.” 

 

Reducing and Recovering Wasted Food in Schools- Lessons from the Cafeteria Line 

https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-

reducing-and-recovering-wasted-food 

“School food invokes memories of cafeteria lines, pizza and cartons of milk. What most of us 

didn’t pay attention to or don't remember was the amount of wasted food (food that could be 

eaten by someone else if recovered) and food waste (food that is inedible or has been partially 

consumed and could be composted) created in school cafeterias. In this webinar, attendees will 

hear from three leaders in the industry on how to more effectively manage the entire food 

process affecting school cafeterias. 

“First, you will hear about methods to teach children about the impacts of food waste and wasted 

food. Then, moving directly into the cafeteria, you will learn about practices to evaluate the 

amount of food waste and wasted food. Finally, you will learn about a new initiative to collect 

the wasted food and redistribute it into the community for people to eat.” 

https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-abcs-k-12-food-waste-reduction-start
https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-abcs-k-12-food-waste-reduction-start
https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/guide-conducting-student-food-waste-audits-resource-schools
https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-changing-how-we-think-about-our
https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-changing-how-we-think-about-our
https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-reducing-and-recovering-wasted-food
https://www.epa.gov/smm/sustainable-materials-management-smm-web-academy-webinar-reducing-and-recovering-wasted-food

