
The Great Trash Debate!

An Inquiry Project



Introduction

We had a question. Tucson Recycles came 
and told our class about the trash problem in 
our city. Some things can be recycled and we 
even have glass dumpsters around our 
city. Even so, our landfills are filling too 
much. With this in mind, we were curious:

How much trash do kindergarteners and 
fifth graders generate?



Our testable question is: 

Which grade level, Kinder or 5th, generates the most trash?

Problem: The biggest landfill in Tucson, the Los Reales landfill, has been 
taking on LOTS of trash.

Predictions: We think that Kinder will make the most trash because they 
do many projects with paper. 

Possible outcomes: 5th graders could make more trash, Kindergarteners 
could make the most trash, or they could generate the same amount of 

trash.



Research and Thinking

America produces 
about 7,124 pounds of 

trash each year, but 
America is only 4% of 

the world’s population.  

An elementary student 
generates about 1.13 
pounds (.5125594 kg)     

everyday. 



Materials
• 1- Scale, large

• 2. Permission to go into classrooms

• 3. Paper to use to record the data we find

Procedure
1. Introduce our project and ask permission from all fifth and kindergarten teachers at our school to conduct 

our project.

2. Find out if there are any trash can differences. We decided to keep the trash in the can and include the weight 
of the can with each measurement. We will get a measurement for each can's weight over a 5 day period.

3. Suggest a time before custodian comes.

4. Set a timer so we go at the same time each day, 15-30 minutes before dismissal.

5. Record the weight of the trash and the trash can each 
day.



Results

Teacher Monday, 
Feb. 13

Tuesday, 
Feb. 14

Wednes
day, Feb. 
15

Thursda
y, Feb. 
16

Friday, 
Feb. 17

Weekly 
Average 
per can

Weekly 
Average 
per class

Weekly 
Average 
per class 
minus 
Can C

Fifth 
Grade

1 can 1.6kg 1.4 kg 1.3 kg 1.3 kg 1.4 kg 1.2 kg 1.2 kg 1.2 kg

Kinderga
rten

Can A 0.9 kg 1.1 kg 1.8 kg 3.0 kg 1.9 kg 1.45 kg

1.21kg 1.545 kg

Can B 1.4 kg 1.4 kg 1.4 kg 2.0 kg 1.9 kg 1.62 kg

Can C 0.5kg 0.4 kg 0.6 kg 0.7 kg 0.6 kg 0.56 kg



Discussion, 
Interpretation 
and 
Conclusion 

• We were surprised that there wasn’t more trash 
on Tuesday, Feb. 14 since it was Valentine’s Day.  
It could be that the teachers sent students 
home with Valentine’s and treats so no extra 
trash was generated.

• Even though the fifth grade class had one trash 
can and the kindergarten trash had 3 cans, their 
weekly average was surprisingly almost equal.  

• Because the kindergarten class had a bathroom 
with a trash can (Can C) and the fifth grade had 
no bathroom, we calculated the average weekly 
trash for the kindergarten minus the bathroom 
trash can, Can C.  This raised the kindergarten’s 
overall weekly average.



Implications and Ideas for Future Research

• What does this mean as we think about kids and the trash they generate?  Well, first of all, if the 
average kid in America generates .5125595 kg of trash, we are generating much less trash than 
average, at least at school.  

• The kindergarten class has 17 students.  That means according to our research, 17 kids would 
generate 17x.5125595 kg of trash daily, or 8.7135115 kg of trash.

• The fifth grade class has 27 students.  That means according to our research, 27 kids would generate 
27 x .5125595 kg of trash daily, or 13.839106 kg of trash.

• Other things to consider are 1, we only measured trash in the classroom.  If we would have collected 
trash at lunch time, for example, our weights would go way up.  2.  We did not consider weighing the 
classroom’s recycle bins.  It might have been interesting to include that data.  

• A future project might be to consider how much of our lunch waste could be repurposed (recycled, 
washed and repurposed, or composted/given to local chickens) as a way to reduce our trash in the 
landfills.


