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Executive Summary 

The Trash Free Lunch Challenge (Challenge) is a friendly competition, created and 

hosted by environmental education Grades of Green, that challenges elementary and middle 

schools in Los Angeles to see which school can reduce its lunchtime waste the most. Through 

fun, educational assemblies; interactive eco-starter kits; customized waste reduction plans; and 

hands on help from Grades of Green staff to personally guide each school, Grades of Green 

creates an environment where every school can be successful. Participating schools ask 

students who bring lunch from home to eliminate trash by using reusable lunch containers, 

water bottles, and cloth napkins. All students, including those who buy lunch, are taught how to 

sort waste at their school’s customized sorting station, which includes separating out 

recyclables, food waste to compost, liquids, and landfill waste – forming habits these 

students will carry with them for a lifetime, thereby protecting the environment for years 

to come. At the end of the school year, participating schools are evaluated based upon how 

well they were able to: 

 Create and implement a trash free lunch program that diverts the most trash bags from 

landfills per day, and best encourages students to reduce their waste at school; 

 Educate and inspire the most students/adults within their campus community to care for 

the environment; and 

 Establish sustainability of their waste reduction program in perpetuity (i.e., making it a 

permanent part of their campus culture). 
 

The 2015-2016 Trash Free Lunch Challenge continued to see the success of the 

program grow.  It brought together 22 diverse school communities that worked hard throughout 

the school year long Challenge to reduce their lunchtime waste and inspire and empower their 

students to care for the environment. With the help of Grades of Green, these schools 

accomplished their waste reduction goals by creating student based green teams, developing 

and managing waste sorting stations personalized for their campus, educating their students 

and families on the importance of waste reduction, and establishing a legacy of environmental 

leadership that will last. At the conclusion of the Challenge, participating schools provided 

submissions to Grades of Green highlighting the school’s waste reduction accomplishments. 

After careful review, two sets of finalists were announced, three in the elementary school 

category and three in the middle/high school category. The top three schools in the elementary 

school category were: Will Rogers Learning Community in Santa Monica, Collegewood 

Elementary in Walnut, and Jackson STEM in Pasadena. The top three schools in the 

middle/high school category were: Richardson Middle School in Torrance, Rogers Middle 

School in Long Beach, and La Merced Intermediate in Montebello.  

After months of working hard to reduce lunchtime waste, the 2015-2016 Trash Free 

Lunch Challenge has educated and inspired over 14,500 students on how to reduce, reuse, 

recycle and rot (compost); saved schools over $13,000 by reducing trash bag liners used and 

waste hauler fees; and empowered participating schools to divert over 53,000 bags of trash, 

or 531 tons from the landfill.  On average, this year’s schools diverted about 70% of their lunch 

waste from the landfills.  
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Quick Facts 

 Each dollar spent ends up diverting 9.8 pounds of waste from landfills in 1 school year 

 Each dollar spent results in a diversion of 55 pounds of waste diverted from landfills year 

over year 

In 2015-2016 alone: 

 14,500 students educated 

 Over $13,000 saved in trash bag liners 

 Over 53,000 bags of trash diverted – 531 tons 

 Average diversion rate of 70% 

 10 schools launched a composting program 

 2 schools led the way in banning polystyrene trays in their district 

 16 green teams were established 

 5 schools gave a presentation to their local city council and/or school board about their 

Grades of Green Trash Free Lunch program 

In the past 5 years of the program’s existence: 

• 93 schools have participated 

• Schools are represented from 34 cities 

• Over 79,000 students educated 

• $46,500 saved in trash bag liners 

• Over 180,000 bags of trash diverted = 1,800 tons.  This resulted in: 

• 16,200 barrels of oil saved 

• 108,000 pounds of air pollutants reduced 

• 12,600,000 gallons of water reduced 

• 97,200 million BTU of energy saved 

 

Sustainability 

Grades of Green is in the process of connecting with the 93 schools that have 

participated in the program in the past 5 years to see how the program has developed, and to 

offer support and resources as needed. Each of these schools has access to unlimited phone 

and email support from Grades of Green staff, as well as a plethora of resources available to 

download for free from the Grades of Green website. In the coming school year, our team plans 

to reach out to each of these schools individually to determine how their trash free programs 

have sustained themselves, as well as explain how to use additional resources offered from 

Grades of Green, and to provide support as needed. Our goal is to ensure a sustainable and 

thriving trash free lunch program at each school who participates in the Trash Free Lunch 

Challenge and ensure each school remains an actively involved and supported Grades of 

Green school.  
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School Summaries 

Collegewood Elementary School 

Collegewood Elementary School is part of the Walnut Valley 

Unified School District and serves approximately 650 students 

in grades Transitional Kindergarten through 5th. In order to 

reduce lunchtime waste, Collegewood set up a sorting station 

in their lunch area consisting of a liquids bucket, a bin for 

recycling paper/cardboard, a bin for recycling bottles and 

plastics, a compost bucket, a landfill container, a cart to stack 

lunch trays, and a share basket for students to place 

untouched lunch menu items to share with other students. 

Collegewood Green Team student leaders manage the sorting 

station every day. They encourage students to pack trash free by passing out raffle tickets for 

weekly reusable prizes as well as verbal praise from the Lunch Aide supervisors and parent 

volunteers. At the start of their Trash Free Lunch Challenge program, the campus 

produced 20 bags of trash each day at lunch. As of April 2016, Collegewood Elementary 

had reduced their waste to only 2-4 bags of trash daily.  

Collegewood established a very strong student Green Team comprised of student volunteers, 

Student Council, the Robotics team, the Multimedia Broadcasting student team and very active 

parent volunteers. These groups worked together with the rest of the students, faculty and staff 

to educate and inspire the community in the following ways: 

 Students went to directly to the district to ban polystyrene packaging from not just their 

school but the entire district; 

 Robotics students created and performed skits at monthly spirit rallies to encourage the 

importance of being “waste-wise”; 

 Multimedia students made regular announcements on how fellow students can make 

Earth-friendlier decisions at lunchtime and throughout the day; 

 Students started the first battery recycling center for their whole city at Collegewood; 

 Teachers used content from the Grades of Green assembly and started recycling in the 

classrooms. 

Collegewood Elementary School was selected as the grand prize winner in the 

elementary school category for the 2015-2016 Trash Free Lunch Challenge. The Grades 

of Green team hosted a school wide celebration at Collegewood on May 5th to celebrate 

the school’s accomplishments, and to present them with a $1,000 science grant. The 

students were also awarded with a fun DJ and dance party after the presentation. 

La Merced Intermediate School 

La Merced Intermediate School is part of the Montebello 

Unified School District and serves approximately 1300 

students in grades 6th through 8th. In order to reduce 

their landfill waste on campus, La Merced condensed 
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their sorting stations to just five to replace approximately 40 landfill trashcans in their lunch area. 

The five stations each consist of bins to separate liquids, recyclables, landfill waste, trays, and a 

share box for uneaten fruits, vegetables, and other unopened packaged items. Students are 

encouraged to sort their waste by student monitors who provide raffle tickets for proper sorting. 

Students are also verbally praised for sorting properly and picking up trash at the lunch tables. 

At the beginning of their waste reduction program, La Merced was producing 40 bags of 

landfill waste each day at lunch; currently the campus has reduced its waste down to 10 

bags of landfill waste daily. 

La Merced created a student Green Team called the Green Trojans consisting of about 20 

dedicated students. These students work together with key staff members on campus to bring 

environmental awareness to La Merced and community by: 

 Creating and managing lunch area sorting systems; 

 Working with the waste hauler to provide more recycling bins for bottles and cans only 

and general recycling. They also provided 60 small bins for classroom recycling; 

 Presenting at the Los Angeles Environmental Fair; 

 Encouraging other students to pick up after themselves and recycle during nutrition and 

lunch; 

 Bringing the education home to parents and siblings. 

La Merced Intermediate School created a comprehensive waste reduction program on campus 

that included many different members of the school community working together. For their hard 

work and dedication to the Trash Free Lunch Challenge Program, La Merced was 

awarded the Grand Prize in 2015-16 middle school category and received a sustainability 

grant for $1,000 and a school wide celebration featuring an awards presentation and a 

DJ. 

Phelan Language Academy Elementary School 

Phelan Language Academy Elementary School is part of the Whittier 

Unified School District and serves approximately 520 students in 

grades pre-kindergarten through 5th. In order to reduce lunchtime 

waste, Phelan Elementary set up three sorting stations in their lunch 

area consisting of color coded bins with signage to separate leftover 

liquids, recyclables, landfill trash, and stacked trays to be recycled. 

The school also collects unused spork packets to be reused. Phelan 

Green Team student leaders manage the sorting station every day, 

and all 55 club members meet monthly to discuss the program and how best to inspire students 

on campus to reduce, reuse and recycle. The Whittier City School District Board Members 

presented a certificate of recognition to the Phelan Grades of Green team to commend them for 

being outstanding role models and making positive contributions to the community. At the start 

of their Trash Free Lunch Challenge program, the campus produced 17 bags of trash 

each day at lunch. As of April 2016, Phelan Elementary had reduced their waste to 7 bags 

of trash daily.  
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Phelan Elementary established a strong student Green Team who worked together with the 

adult leaders and the rest of the campus to educate and inspire the community in the following 

ways: 

 Creating fun, informative student made videos to show their peers how to sort correctly 

and how to pack a Trash Free Lunch; 

 Providing “bottles and cans” recycling containers throughout campus hallways; 

 Managing a schedule to ensure that student monitors were available daily to help their 

peers sort at each of the three sorting stations. 

Phelan Elementary School established a committed group of student leaders to 

spearhead this program on campus, and was selected as the recipient of the Best Green 

Team Award. Grades of Green visited the school on May 25th to celebrate their 

accomplishments, and presented the school with a $100 grant to continue to support 

their Green Team programs. 

Willard Elementary School 

Willard Elementary School is part of the Pasadena 

Unified School district and serves approximately 

670 students in grades pre-kindergarten through 5th. 

In order to reduce their landfill waste on campus, 

Willard created a colorful sorting station consisting 

of bins to separate compostable produce waste, 

cans and plastics, cardboards, landfill trash, liquids, 

trays, and a share box for uneaten carrots and 

apples. Students are encouraged to sort their waste and pack trash free lunches and snacks 

through weekly raffles that are facilitated by adult Green Team leaders and Green Team 

students. At the beginning of their waste reduction program, Willard was producing 12 

bags of landfill waste each day at lunch; currently the campus has reduced its waste 

down to 3 bags of trash daily. 

Willard Elementary created a student Green Team consisting of students who oversaw the 

sorting station regularly and provided information to their peers on how to reduce, reuse and 

recycle. These students work together with key staff members on campus to bring 

environmental awareness to Willard and green their campus by: 

 Collecting uneaten apples and carrots in the lunch area to offer the uneaten food in 

classrooms as morning or afternoon snacks; 

 Collecting paper towel rolls, paper, cans, bottles, plastics and cardboard weekly to be 

recycled; 

 Making weekly announcements on the intercom about Green Team goals; 

 Hosting an e-waste collection in May 2016 for the school community to recycle their 

electronic waste items.  

Willard Elementary School created a comprehensive waste reduction program on campus 

that included many different members of the school community working together and 
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incorporating it into all aspects of the campus culture. For their hard work and dedication 

to creating an on-campus composting program, Willard was awarded a Certificate of 

Recognition for the Best Campus Composting program, and was celebrated on May 

9th for their achievement. Grades of Green also presented the school with a $100 

grant to support their environmental efforts. 

Jackson STEM Dual Language Academy 

Jackson Elementary School is part of the Pasadena Unified 

School District and serves approximately 500 students in 

grades Kindergarten through 5th. In order to reduce lunchtime 

waste Jackson set up two sorting stations in the cafeteria for 

students to use. The sorting stations consist of color-coded 

containers with signage to separate mixed recyclables, 

plastic bottles only, landfill waste, and a place to stack trays. 

On Fridays a bucket is added to collect fresh fruit and 

vegetable scraps to be composted on campus. Paper lunch 

trays are also torn up and added to the compost pile on Fridays as well. Jackson also has a 

large school garden managed by classrooms, which includes various composters for the fruit 

and veggie scraps. At the start of their Trash Free Lunch Program, Jackson was 

producing 33 bags of trash each day at lunch. Currently, their students are down to 8 

bags of lunchtime landfill waste daily. 

In addition to their Trash Free Lunch program, Jackson worked to further green their school by: 

 Partnering with the Garden School Foundation to manage between 20-60 pounds of 

compostable waste on campus each week; 

 Hosting a “Helping Hands Day” where community volunteers painted the recycle 

containers and took collected bottles and cans to be redeemed;  

 Aligning curriculum to incorporate themes discussed in the Trash Free Lunch 

Challenge, such as exploring the impact litter has on oceans. 

For all of their efforts, Jackson Elementary earned a spot as an elementary school finalist 

in this year’s Challenge and was awarded a $750 science grant. Grades of Green 

attended a morning assembly on May 23rd to celebrate the school’s accomplishments. 

William Green Elementary School 

Green Elementary School is part of the Lawndale Unified School 

District and serves approximately 770 students in grades 

Kindergarten through 5th.  In order to reduce lunchtime waste, 

Green Elementary set up two sorting stations; one on each side of 

the lunch benches in the outdoor eating area. Each sorting station 

consists of a bin for each of the following materials: liquids bucket, 

recyclables, fruit and vegetable scraps to be composted, landfill 

waste, and a place to stack trays to be recycled. Trays are 

collected in a box and are shipped back to the distributor to be 
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recycled. Green Team student leaders monitor the sorting stations weekly, and the Green Team 

students crafted posters that are displayed around campus to remind students how to sort 

correctly. As a vast majority of students receive a free or reduced cost lunch, the school 

administration encouraged students to bring reusable water bottles that could be refilled at the 

campus’s hydration station.  At the start of their Trash Free Lunch Program, Green 

Elementary was producing 24 bags of trash each day at lunch. Currently, their students 

are down to 12 bags of lunchtime landfill waste daily. 

Green Elementary School’s Green Team truly embraced the habits encouraged in the Trash 

Free Lunch Challenge, such as brining reusable water bottles and lunch containers to school 

and reusing unnecessary items whenever possible. They inspired their campus community to 

get involved by: 

 Creating a fun, educational video to remind students how to sort correctly; 

 Sending letters home to families through the school newsletters to encourage them to 

be trash free at home; 

 Providing every student on campus with a reusable water bottle. 

Green Elementary embraced the Trash Free Lunch Program and made it their own by creating 

customized educational videos to inspire their community to reduce waste. Green Elementary 

was selected as the recipient of the Best Video Award, and was celebrated by Grades of 

Green staff at a school wide presentation on June 2nd, which will also include a gift of a 

$100 grant to support environmental programs on campus. 

William Anderson Elementary School 

Anderson Elementary is located in Lawndale Unified School 

District. The school serves approximately 760 students in grades 

Kindergarten through 5th. In order to reduce their lunchtime waste, 

Anderson set up two sorting stations in the outdoor eating area 

and one sorting station in the cafeteria consisting of bins to 

separate liquids, recyclables, trays and landfill trash. Trays are 

collected in a box and are shipped back to the distributor to be 

recycled. Students are reminded to sort their waste and pack trash 

free lunches by student Green Team leaders. At the start of the 

Trash Free Lunch Program, Anderson Elementary was producing 11 bags of trash at 

lunchtime; at the kick-off Assembly hosted by Grades of Green, the school reduced their 

waste to 8 bags of landfill waste. 

Lifeline Charter School 

Lifeline Charter School is located in Compton, and is part of the 

Los Angeles Charter school system. Lifeline Charter serves 

approximately 125 students in grades 4th through 6th. In order to 

reduce their lunchtime waste Lifeline Charter set up one sorting 

station in the lunch area that consists of labeled and color-coded 
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bins to separate leftover liquids, mixed recyclables, landfill trash, a shelf to place uneaten foods 

to be shared, and a place to stack the café trays. Students were encouraged to sort their waste 

and pack trash free lunches by having students act as sorting station monitors, and offering 

raffle prizes and hand stamps for students who participate in waste free efforts. At the start of 

the Trash Free Lunch Program, Lifeline Charter was producing 3 bags of trash at 

lunchtime; at the kick-off Assembly hosted by Grades of Green the school reduced their 

waste to only 1 bag of trash. 

Rogers Middle School 

Rogers Middle School is part of the Long Beach Unified 
School District and serves approximately 800 students 
in grades 6 through 8th. To reduce campus 
waste, Rogers set up three sorting stations, one inside 
the cafeteria and two in the outside eating area 
consisting of a liquids bucket, two recycling bins for 
lunch trays, cartons and other recyclables, a bin for 
CRV recyclables, a can for landfill trash, a compost 
bucket, and a share box for packaged, uneaten food 
which is donated to Food Finders. Students are 
encouraged to sort their waste and pack trash free 
lunches by Green Team student leaders who monitor 

the sorting stations daily. At the start of their Trash Free Lunch Challenge Program, Rogers 
was producing 28 bags of trash each day at lunch; currently the campus is down to 3 
bags of lunchtime trash daily. 
 
Rogers created a Green Team consisting of students who worked together to inspire and 

empower students to reduce their waste by: 

 Monitoring sorting stations at lunchtime; 

 Distributing Grades of Green flyers and other resources to staff and families; 

 Touring the Sanitation Districts Materials Recovery Facility and the Southeast Resource 

Recovery Facility; 

 Building a three-bin composting station; 

 Presenting the schools’ trash-free lunch systems and diversion results to the LBUSD 

School Board and Long Beach City Council. 

Rogers embraced the Trash Free Lunch Program and made it their own by including a large 

number of students and staff in their program and truly making it an important part of their 

school community. For all of their efforts, Rogers Middle School earned a spot as a middle 

school finalist in this year’s Challenge. The school was celebrated by Grades of Green 

along with district and city representatives and was awarded a $750 science grant. 

Holy Innocents School 

Holy Innocents School is part of the Archdioceses of Los 
Angeles Catholic School system and serves approximately 600 
students in grades Kindergarten through 8th in the city of Long 
Beach.  Holy Innocents set up one sorting station in the outside 
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eating area consisting of a liquids bucket, two recycling bins for lunch trays, cartons and other 
recyclables, a bin for CRV recyclables, a can for landfill trash, a compost bucket, and a share 
box for packaged, uneaten food. Students are encouraged to sort their waste and pack trash 
free lunches by Green Team parent volunteers and student council leaders who monitor the 
sorting stations daily and give out stickers and hand stamps to students who are caught “green 
handed” or actively supporting zero waste efforts.   At the start of their Trash Free Lunch 
Challenge Program, Holy Innocents was producing 5 bags of trash each day at lunch; 
currently the campus is down to 2 bags of lunchtime trash daily. 
 
Holy Innocents created a Green Team consisting of parent volunteers and student council 

members who worked together to inspire and empower students to reduce their waste by: 

 Monitoring sorting stations at lunchtime; 

 Distributing Grades of Green flyers and other resources to staff and families; 

 Hosting monthly recycling poster contests, and bulletin board displays; 

 Establishing an Environmental Club – the Holy Innocents Go Green Club; 

 Holding a fundraiser to buy and install a refillable water bottle station; 

 Building a three-bin composting station (and planting trees and succulents on and 

around the campus). 

Holy Innocents was remarkable in its involvement of the whole community in its greening efforts 

including students, teachers, administrators, parents, scouts, neighbors and city agencies.   For 

all their efforts to engage their entire community in environmental stewardship, Holy 

Innocents was awarded the recognition of “Best Community Involvement Award” and 

presented with a $100 sustainability grant. 

Bud Carson Middle School 

Bud Carson Middle School is part of the Hawthorne Unified 

School District and serves approximately 760 students in 

grades 6th-8th. In order to reduce their lunchtime waste, Bud 

Carson set up three sorting stations - one in the cafeteria and 

two in the outside eating areas. Each system consists of bins 

with signage to separate leftover liquids, recycling, trays which 

are stacked, and landfill waste. Students are encouraged to 

sort their waste by student monitors who oversee the sorting 

stations daily. Although a small percentage of students pack 

lunches, Bud Carson took advantage of their morning 

announcements to encourage students who do so to bring reusable packaging. They also 

encouraged all students to participate in the program by handing out raffle tickets and raffling off 

food containers. At the start of their Trash Free Lunch Challenge Program, Bud Carson 

was producing 50 bags of trash each day at lunch; currently the campus is down to 15-30 

bags of lunchtime trash daily. 

Bud Carson created a student green team consisting of 25 committed members. This group 

works with their advisor, Ms. Karina Clark, a science teacher, to green their school in the 

following ways: 
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 Setting up, maintaining, and monitoring the lunchtime sorting system daily; 

 Promoting the Trash Free Lunch program with flyers, posters, and announcements; 

 Developing a plan to replace polystyrene lunch trays with reusable ones in the 

upcoming school year; 

Bud Carson Middle School created a comprehensive waste reduction program that is heavily 

led by students and has changed the habits of the entire campus community. For their student 

leadership efforts, Bud Carson was chosen to win the “Green Leaders of Tomorrow” 

award and will be celebrated by Grades of Green at a schoolwide assembly. 

Jefferson Elementary School  

Jefferson Elementary School is part of the Hawthorne Unified 

School District and serves approximately 560 students in grades 

Kindergarten through 5th. In order to reduce their lunchtime waste, 

Jefferson replaced their many stand-alone trashcans with one 

sorting station in their lunch area consisting of bins for recyclables 

and landfill waste. As of this school year, they also worked with the 

district to ban polystyrene from their school and now use reusable 

hard plastic sectioned plates, which the students drop off at the 

plate washing station after sorting their waste. At the start of their 

Trash Free Lunch Challenge Program, Jefferson was producing 38 bags of trash each 

day at lunch; currently the campus is down to 10-15 bags of lunchtime trash daily. 

Jefferson has a dedicated group of 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade students who work with the adult 

Green team to: 

 Monitor a consistent, effective lunchtime sorting system; 

 Assist the custodian with waste collection; 

 Mentor younger students by encouraging recycling and other green habits; 

 Encourage the small percentage of students who bring lunch to pack trash free. 

Jefferson combined the efforts of dedicated adults and inspired students to create a successful 

waste sorting system that is both effective and easy to use. By implementing this system and 

eliminating disposable lunch trays, Jefferson has won this year’s Trash Free Lunch 

Challenge “Greenest Cafeteria” award and was celebrated by Grades of Green and 

district representatives at a school wide assembly. The school was also presented with a 

$100 grant from Grades of Green. 

Vejar Elementary School 

Vejar Elementary School is part of the Walnut Valley 

Unified School District and serves approximately 520 

students in grades Kindergarten to 5th. In order to 

reduce their lunch time waste, Vejar set up one 

lunchtime sorting system central in the lunch area 

consisting of labeled bins to separate liquids, 
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recycling, landfill waste and tray stacking. Students are encouraged to sort their waste and pack 

trash free by receiving a raffle ticket when they do so. Raffle prizes are awarded monthly. At the 

start of their Trash Free Lunch Challenge Program, Vejar was producing 15 bags of trash 

each day at lunch; currently the campus is down 6 bags of lunchtime trash daily. 

Vejar created a dedicated Green Team consisting of existing Vejar Student Ambassadors (VSA) 

and a student representative from each class at every grade level. This group worked together 

with VSA Lead Teacher, Mrs. Raines and Principal DeAnda to green their school in the 

following ways: 

 Writing a petition letter to the district and obtaining over 100 signatures to ban spork 

packages and have them replaced with individual utensils so that students can take only 

what they need;  

 Challenging everyone on campus to sort waste, not just students; 

 Performing skits at monthly assemblies to teach and remind students how to sort and to 

not “Dump and Run”; 

 Sending e-fliers and reminders home about packing trash free. 

Vejar created a successful waste reduction program by integrating the culture of environmental 

stewardship into all aspects of campus life. Two of the lead VSA students entered the 

competition this year (with approval from their principal and teacher), led the effort to 

ban Spork packages and continue to provide education to their peers and adults. They 

are awarded with this year’s Trash Free Lunch Challenge “Best Student Led Education” 

award and were celebrated by Grades of Green at an end of the year awards assembly 

and presented with a $100 prize. 

Will Rogers Learning Community Elementary School 

Will Rogers Learning Community is part of the Santa Monica 

Malibu Unified School District and serves approximately 560 

students in grades Kindergarten through 5th.   In order to reduce 

lunchtime waste, Will Rogers set up two sorting stations; one in 

the kindergarten eating area and one in the cafeteria. Will 

Rogers is fortunate to have an “Organics” dumpster provided 

and serviced by their waste hauler which they utilize at 

lunchtime to compost all food waste. Their sorting stations also 

have bins for recycle and landfill waste, a place for stacking 

trays to be recycled, and a share table. Students monitor the 

sorting stations every day. The school hosted a “Zero Waste Week” in January providing 

lessons and workshops on how and why it is important to create less waste.  At the start of 

their Trash Free Lunch Program, Will Rogers was producing 25 bags of trash each day at 

lunch. Currently, their students are down to only 2 bags of lunchtime landfill waste daily. 

Will Rogers utilized their existing Student Council members as Grades of Green Ambassadors 

made up of 4th and 5th grade student leaders who along with the adult Green leaders have 
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worked on various projects to help the school meet its zero waste goals. Collectively, the Green 

Team has inspired and educated their community in the following ways: 

 Monitoring the sorting stations daily; 

 Distributing Trash Free flyers to parents and creating a “Go Green at School” bulletin 

board; 

 Inviting families and after-school program students to participate in a composting 

workshop; 

 Replacing spork packages with individual items; 

 Hosting a quarterly campus Beautification Day. 

Will Rogers really embraced the Trash Free Lunch Program and made it their own by including 

all students, staff, and the community in their program. For all of their efforts, Will Rogers 

Elementary earned a spot as an elementary school finalist in this year’s Challenge and 

was awarded a $750 science grant and celebrated at a school wide assembly. 

Richardson Middle School  

Richardson Middle School is part of the Torrance Unified 

School District and serves approximately 700 students in 

grades 6th through 8th. In order to reduce lunchtime waste, 

Richardson Middle School set up three sorting stations in 

the outdoor eating areas. Each station consists of labeled 

bins to separate liquids, recyclables, fruit and vegetables to 

compost, and landfill trash. Sorting and packing trash free 

lunches are encouraged by student green team members 

who monitor the sorting station at lunch. At the start of 

their Trash Free Lunch Challenge Program, Richardson 

Middle School was producing 14 bags of trash each day at lunch; currently the campus 

is down to 4 bags of lunchtime trash daily. 

Richardson Middle School assembled a Green Team consisting of 36 student leaders. This 

dedicated group of kids has worked together with teacher Amanda Mason to inspire and 

empower their school to be green in the following ways: 

 Encouraging students to pack trash free and always packing trash free themselves; 

 Handing out “recycling reward tickets” to students who are being “green”; 

 Sending out school wide emails and newsletters to parents to inform them of the Trash 

Free Lunch Challenge; 

 Presenting in their homeroom class to fellow students to remind them about sorting their 

waste and packing trash free; 

 Presenting their program at a Torrance City Council meeting. 

Torrance Middle School truly inspired and empowered their students and entire school 

community to be aware of waste and care for their environment. For all of their waste free 

efforts, Torrance Middle School won a $750 science grant and was named a finalist in the 
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middle school category of this year’s Trash Free Lunch Challenge. They were celebrated 

by Grades of Green at a schoolwide lunchtime assembly. 

Environmental Charter High School 

Environmental Charter High School is part of the Lawndale 

Elementary Unified School District and serves approximately 500 

students in grades 9th-12th. Although ECHS already had a waste 

sorting system, they utilized the Trash Free Lunch Challenge to 

educate and encourage students to properly sort their waste and the 

importance of their actions. Students eat throughout campus so 

each of the 12 sorting stations consists of a bin for compost, landfill, 

and recycling. At the start of their Trash Free Lunch Challenge 

Program, ECHS was producing 12 bags of trash each day at 

lunch; currently the campus is still producing 12 bags of 

lunchtime trash daily but the bags are not as full with more 

lunchtime waste going to recycle and compost. 

ECHS has a dedicated club of Environmental Ambassadors. This group worked together with 

their advisor, Sammy Lyon, to green their school in the following ways: 

 Monitoring the lunchtime sorting system daily; 

 Creating skits to present at a school wide assembly showing students how to sort and 

the importance of doing so; 

 Working with OTIS design school to create fun and innovative ways to reduce waste 

such as a lunch tray “chipper” to compost lunch trays and an arcade like basketball 

“pop-a-shot” for recyclables. 

ECHS continues to be an environmental leader within their community and has improved 

their campus waste reduction efforts by installing permanent sorting stations throughout 

the campus that will serve the campus community for years to come. 

Edison Language Academy Elementary School  

Edison Language Academy Elementary School is dual immersion school and 

part of the Santa Monica Malibu School District serving approximately 450 

students in grades Kindergarten through 5th. In order to reduce their waste at 

lunchtime, Edison set up three sorting systems in their lunch areas consisting 

of bins to separate food and paper waste to go into their Organics dumpster, 

recycling and landfill trash. They also have a table to stack trays and share 

unopened cafeteria items. Students are encouraged to pack trash free and 

sort waste through the assistance of students and lunch aides. At the Grades 

of Green kick off assembly event, Edison students reduced their trash 

from an average of 5 bags each day to 2 bags. 
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Environmentally minded students worked with staff to: 

 Create and manage lunch area sorting systems; 

 Encourage students to reduce, reuse and recycle whenever possible; 

 Pilot an all food and paper waste program in their district. 

Edison took the important step of being the first school in their district to pilot an all food 

and paper waste composting program in conjunction with their waste hauler. They have 

led the way for all Santa Monica schools to take part in this important waste reduction 

opportunity. 

Stowers Elementary School 

Stowers Elementary is located in the city of Cerritos and is part of 
ABC Unified School District.  Stowers is an International 
Baccalaureate School and a Magnet for International Studies with 
650 Kindergarten-6th grade students. In order to reduce their lunch 
time waste, Stowers Green Team leaders set up two mirrored 
sorting stations to serve 300 students eating at one time. Their 
sorting station consisted of liquids, recycling milk cartons, CRV 
recycling, landfill, tray stacking and a share box. At the beginning 
of the program, Stowers was producing 16 bags of landfill 

trash daily. After kick off, they decreased their landfill bag count by ten and now only 
produce 4 bags of landfill trash daily. 
 
Stowers has two committed adult Green Team Leaders, Yasmine Walrath and Colette Preacely 
who inspire over 20 4th-6th graders to serve as Green Team Student Leaders for their entire 
campus community by: 
 

 Setting up school wide CRV recycling efforts; 

 Offering CRV recycling in classrooms; 

 Involving their custodian to create a lunch time sorting station that is easy to use and can 
be moved for other campus community events. 

 
Stowers campus community has a strong desire to raise global leaders. By participating 
in the TFLC and giving many students the chance to lead the change, they are closer 
than ever to making global environmental changes that will benefit this generation and 
the next. 
 
Whittier Christian School 

Whittier Christian School (WCS) is a private K-8 grade school 
located in the city of Whittier. To support their lunch time 
waste reduction goal, WCS involved their middle school 
robotics team to serve as student leaders for their Trash Free 
Lunch Challenge program. They set up one sorting station 
next to the outside lunch tables. The station consisted of a 
liquids bucket, a container for empty milk cartons, a general 
recyclables bin, a landfill container, a box for students to stack 
plastic clam shell containers from their catered lunch program 
and a share box. About 50% of the students bring lunch from 
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home so WCS emphasized students packing less trash every day and being completely trash 
tree on Tuesdays. WCS started with 8 bags of trash for all 200 students. After the Grades 
of Green assembly, they reduced their landfill bag count to just 1 bag daily.  
 
Student Council and computer specialist, Ms. Christina Mondolo lead the Robotics team as they 
promoted the Trash Free Lunch Challenge. These students also: 
 

 Created a 3D recycling machine out of recycled 2 liter bottles as their final Robotics 
project for which they received an award; 

 Continue to collect CRV recycling to benefit their school; 

 Promote Trash Free Tuesdays for all students with a raffle prize as an incentive to 
participate. 

 
The entire campus community is behind WCS being a “Green School”. They are 
committed to maintaining their campus waste reduction program through packing trash 
free, sorting lunch time waste and recycling bottles and cans throughout campus. They 
also have plans to plant a garden and start composting in the near future.  
 
South Gate Middle School 

South Gate Middle School (SGMS) is large middle school in South 

Gate and is part of Los Angeles Unified School District. There are 

2100 6-8th graders on their sprawling campus. To support their 

lunch time waste reduction goal, SGMD set up five sorting stations 

within the main eating area near the cafeteria. Each station has a 

liquids bucket, milk cartons only bin, a landfill container and a 

student created “Stack Trays” box. SGMS has a large garden 

managed by community gardeners that serves as an outdoor 

learning environment for some of the nearby classes. Before participating in the Trash Free 

Lunch Challenge, SGMS was producing about 32 bags of trash. After the kick off 

assembly, the students reduced their trash bags to just 20 bags. 

The SGMS Student Green Team leader, Reiana Guzman, worked to educate and inspire her 

Green Team students to lead the waste reduction efforts on campus through: 

 Student leaders promoting the Challenge by making signs and reading Earth Tips over 
the loud speaker; 

 Creating five tray stackers made from boxes around the campus; 

 Pairing students to supervise each of the five stations during lunch to help educate their 
peers to sort properly. 

 

The size of South Gate Middle School made it extra challenging for Ms. Guzman and the 

student leaders to reach each of the 2100 students every day, but with the education at 

the TFLC Kick Off Assembly, student created signs and announcements, along with 

continued monitoring of the 5 sorting stations in place, SGMS is making a great impact 

for the future of our environment. 
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Portola Hills Elementary School 

Portola Hills Elementary (PHE) is located in Trabuco Canyon and is 
part of the Saddleback Valley Unified School District. The PHE 
campus community, including their 790 Kindergarten-6th graders, 
embraced the program and successfully reduced their landfill trash by 
setting up two eye catching sorting stations consisting of: Liquids, milk 
carton recycling, bottles and cans recycling, general recycling, landfill 
and a tray stacker. Each of the 30 students involved with Student 
Council had a role on the Green Team. These students promoted their 
Trash Free Lunch Program with fabulous results: Before PHE’s Trash 
Free Lunch Challenge Kick Off, 15 bags of waste were produced 
each day at lunchtime. The school has decreased their waste to 4 
bags of trash or less each day. 

 
Principal Joe Ledoux and Student Council Teacher, Sherri Faulkhauser facilitated PHE 
accomplishments during the program. With their support, the Green Team students: 
 

 Made a presentation to the School Board about their plan to reduce waste on campus; 

 Partnered with younger students to teach them how to sort and work at the sorting 
stations; 

 Asked Eco-Trivia questions over the loud speaker so each class could discuss and 
come up with an answer; 

 Organized community recycling days for paper and plastic bottles. 
 
Portola Hills Elementary successfully reduced waste, educated their campus community 
and plan to continue and expand the program next year. For their idea to make sorting as 
fun and easy as possible for their students, PHE was awarded the Grades of Green “Best 
Sorting Station” Award and was celebrated at a schoolwide assembly and a $100 prize. 
  

Furgeson Elementary School 

Furgeson Elementary is located in the city of Hawaiian Gardens 

and is part of ABC Unified School District. There are 411 students 

who make up grades Kindergarten-6th on the campus. In order to 

significantly reduce waste during breakfast and lunch, Furgeson set 

up one sorting station in the cafeteria at breakfast and two sorting 

stations outside during lunch. Each of the bins in their system is 

color coded and differentiated for easy sorting. Each station 

consists of a: liquids bucket, milk carton recycling bin, landfill bin, and small table for stacking 

trays.  Students are encouraged to sort properly and are rewarded with raffle tickets from the 

noon supervisors. 3rd grade leaders monitor stations for younger students and 4th grade leaders 

for the upper grades. At the start of the Trash Free Lunch Challenge, Furgeson was 

producing 22 bags; currently they produce only 4 landfill bags at lunch each day! 

4th grade teacher and Student Council Advisor, Dolores Tinajero facilitated the 16 Green Team 

Students as they lead the Trash Free Lunch program. All the students involved felt a sense of 



 
 

19 
 

purpose and accomplishment for the role they carried out on campus. Here are some of their 

accomplishments: 

 Students initiated sorting at breakfast. A couple boys from the Green Team came up 
with a sorting responsibility schedule and implement it daily without adult supervision. 

 At their weekly meetings, the Green Team strategizes how to best communicate with the 
campus about environmental issues and expand the program further.  

 Green Team leaders presented about the waste reduction program to parents at a 
Family Reading event and also made a video to share with all students to remind them 
how to sort waste properly and encourage kids not to waste liquids. 

 The Green Team started a garden and plans to start composting next year. 
 

Furgeson embraced the Trash Free Lunch Challenge by developing a strong student led 

program. The kids feel a sense of pride in their roles as environmental leaders. They 

recognize they can make a difference in the world around them. For their 

accomplishments, Furgeson received “The Most Inspirational Program Award” and a 

$100 grant from Grades of Green. 
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2015-2016  

TRASH FREE LUNCH 

CHALLENGE  

FINAL Metrics Chart 

School Location 

Starting 
Trash 
Count 

Per Day 

Current 
Actual 
Trash 
Count 

Per 
Day 

Total 
Number 

of 
Landfill 
Bags 
Saved 

Per Day 

Total 
Number 

of 
Landfill 
Bags 
Saved 

Per 
School 
Year 

Liner 
Savings 
Per Year 

Number of 
Students 
Educated 

Jackson STEM 
Dual Language 

Magnet Academy 
ES Pasadena 

33 8 25 4500  $1,125  500 

Vejar ES Walnut 
15 6 9 1620  $405  523 

Furgeson ES 
Hawaiian 
Gardens 

22 4 18 3240  $810  411 

Willard IB ES Pasadena 
12 3 9 1620  $405  676 

La Merced 
Intermediate MS Montebello 

40 10 30 5400  $1,350  1331 

Edison Language 
Academy ES 

Santa 
Monica 

5 2 3 540  $135  453 

William Green ES Lawndale 
24 12 12 2160  $540  770 

William Anderson 
ES Lawndale 

11 8 3 540  $135  766 

Collegewood ES Walnut 
20 2 18 3240  $810  654 

Phelan Language 
Academy ES Whittier 

17 7 10 1800  $450  522 

Lifeline Education 
Charter ES Compton 

3 1 2 360  $90  125 

Bud Carson MS Hawthorne 
50 20 30 5400  $1,350  760 

Portola Hills ES 
Trabuco 
Canyon 

15 4 11 1980  $ 495  790 

Cecil B. Stowers 
ES Cerritos 

16 4 12 2160  $ 540  650 
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Whittier Christian 
Newlin ES Whittier 

8 1 7 1260  $315  200 

Holy Innocents 
Parish Schoo K-8 

Long 
Beach 

5 2 3 540  $135  151 

South Gate MS South Gate 
32 20 12 2160  $540  2100 

Jefferson ES Hawthorne 
38 15 23 4140  $1,035  561 

Will Rogers ES 
Santa 

Monica 
25 2 23 4140  $1,035  564 

Rogers MS 
Long 

Beach 
28 3 25 4500  $1,125  900 

Richardson MS Torrance 
14 4 10 1800  $450  693 

Environmental 
Charter HS Lawndale 

12 12 0 0  $          -    500 

TOTAL: 
 

445 150 295 53,100 $13,275 14,600 

  
      Total number of bags diverted every year due to 

the environmental leadership of the 2015-2016 
schools 

    53,100 

Total amount of trash diverted in tons in the 2015-
2016 school year 

    531 

Total amount of trash diverted in tons in the past 5 
years among all 93 schools 

  1,800 

Total number of students educated and inspired in 
2015- 2016 

    14,600 

Total number of students educated and inspired in 
the past 5 years 

  79,000 

Money saved in trash bag liners in the past 5 years   $46,500 
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Press 

Los Cerritos 

South Gate Patch 

Walnut Patch 

Long Beach Post 

Santa Monica Daily Press 

KIIS FM (and affiliated satellite stations) 

Wayne Powell Radio Show  

Walnut Valley  

Peachy Magazine (not yet published) 

 

 

http://www.loscerritosnews.net/2015/10/01/stowers-and-furguson-elementary-schools-to-compete-in-trash-free-lunch-challenge/
http://patch.com/california/southgate-lynwood/south-gate-school-selected-trash-reduction
http://patch.com/california/southgate-lynwood/south-gate-school-selected-trash-reduction
https://lbpost.com/news/education/2000007188-grades-of-green-s-waste-reduction-contest-to-challenge-two-long-beach-schools
http://www.gradesofgreen.org/grades-of-green-featured-in-santa-monica-daily-press/
http://kiisfm.iheart.com/onair/kiis-cares-54184/community-council-grades-of-green-14068430/
https://www.sites.google.com/site/WaynePowell4MB/powell-to-the-people
http://www.gradesofgreen.org/trash-free-lunch-challenge-celebration-press/

