
This activity was adapted from Biology: A Community Context, by William H. Leonard, and 
John E. Penick. 
 

Garbage in a Bag 
Jeff Newmeister 

Materials Needed: 
• Large trash bags 
• Disposable gloves 
• Trays or bins for separation of trash 
• Spring scale up to about 25 pounds 
• Meter stick 
• Small plastic bags (grocery store type) 

 
Special Definitions for this activity: 

• Garbage – Everything that would be found in the collection bag. 
• Trash – the component of the garbage that can not be recycled 
• Recycled – component of the garbage that can be reused in some form. 

 
Pre-activity Discussion: 

• With your group, research what type of material can be recycled in some method. 
• As a class, make a list of the materials that can be recycled in your area.  These items will be 

removed from the garbage during the activity. 
 
Activity: 

1. Each student or group, with parent permission, is responsible for bringing in the “garbage” 
collected from his/her home over a specified time period. (Two days usually is sufficient).   
*** Be sure there are NO biohazards in the garbage that you bring to class!*** 

2. Put on your rubber gloves and lay newspaper on the table to protect the surface. 
3. Label the trays provided with the names of the recycled materials as discussed in the pre-lab 

activity. Be sure to include a tray for the “trash”. 
4. Using the spring scale, determine the mass of the “garbage”. 
5. Shape the garbage into a spherical shape.  Then, using the meter stick, and the formula for the 

volume of a sphere (V = 4/3 Π r2), determine the volume of the garbage. 
6. Dump the bag on the table. 
7. Separate each item into the respective container. 
8. Determine the mass and volume of each category.  This can be done by placing the items 

(recycled plastic for example) into the smaller grocery store plastic bag and following the 
procedures 4 & 5 from above. 

9. Record your data using the excel spreadsheet. 
10. Collect all groups’ data and prepare a series of graphs to represent the information. 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. What did you observe from your own data? From the class data? 
2. What happens to the “garbage” / “trash” in your area? 
3. What happens to the recyclable materials in your area? 
4. Based on your two day data, how much garbage (mass & volume) would your family and 

class generate in one year? 
5. Investigate the pros & cons of incineration and a sanitary landfill. 

 


