Composting 101: Build Your First Compost Bin (Lesson Plan) / Lesson Planner / LearningCorner.co

The Great Compost Creator: Turning Trash
into Treasure!

Materials Needed

¢ Container: Choose one option (must be able to be placed outside and hold material): A plastic
storage bin with holes drilled in the bottom/sides, a large plastic bucket (5-gallon size), or a small
wire cage.

¢ Tools: Garden trowel or small shovel, stick or pitchfork for mixing (optional).

¢ Greens (Nitrogen Sources): Vegetable scraps, fruit peels (excluding citrus/meat/dairy), coffee
grounds, fresh grass clippings.

¢ Browns (Carbon Sources): Dry dead leaves, shredded newspaper (black and white ink only),
plain cardboard torn into small pieces, straw, small wood chips.

¢ Water Source: Watering can or hose.

¢ Visual Aids: Large labels marked "Greens" and "Browns."

¢ For Extension: Magnifying glass (optional, for observing decomposers).

Introduction (Tell Them What You'll Teach)

Hook: Can We Make Magic Dirt?

Educator Prompt: Think about all the food scraps we throw away—banana peels, apple cores, old
lettuce. Where does it go? Usually, it ends up in a landfill, mixed with all the other trash. But what if |
told you we could take that food trash and turn it into super, healthy, rich dirt—like magic? This "magic
dirt" is called compost!

Learning Objectives (Success Criteria)

By the end of this lesson, you will be able to:
1. Identify the four key ingredients needed to make healthy compost (Greens, Browns, Water, and
2. g(rp)allain why composting is helpful for the planet and for plants.

3. Successfully build the first layers of your own contained outdoor compost bin.

Success looks like: Your compost bin has alternating layers of Browns and Greens, and the materials
feel as damp as a wrung-out sponge.

Body (Teach It)

Phase 1: | Do (Educator Modeling and Content Delivery)
Concept: The Compost Team (The Four Essentials)
We need four main things to make compost work. These four things invite tiny, invisible helpers

(bacteria and fungi) and sometimes visible helpers (worms!) to come and eat the garbage and turn it
into dirt.
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The Four Essential Ingredients:

1. Greens (The Food): These are wet materials full of nitrogen. Think of them as the fresh food for
our tiny helpers. Examples: Fruit scraps, vegetable scraps, fresh grass clippings, coffee grounds.

2. Browns (The Crunch): These are dry, crunchy materials full of carbon. They help create pockets
of air and balance out the wet Greens. Examples: Dry leaves, cardboard, newspaper, straw.

3. Water (The Sponge): Our helpers need water! The compost should feel damp, like a sponge
that has been squeezed out—not soaking wet, and not dusty dry.

4. Air (The Breath): If the compost gets squished and tight, our helpers can't breathe. We need to
turn or mix the compost often to let air in.

Teacher Demonstration: Show samples of prepared Greens (e.g., a handful of coffee grounds and
veggie peels) and Browns (a handful of shredded cardboard and dry leaves).

Formative Check: Quick Sort

Educator Prompt: | have a pile of materials. Tell me if it goes into the Brown bucket or the Green
bucket.

¢ A wet tea bag (Green)

¢ Dry, crunchy autumn leaves (Brown)

¢ A pizza crust (Brown - avoid oils/cheese, use only plain bread)
¢ A banana peel (Green)

Phase 2: We Do (Guided Practice and Preparation)
Activity: Sorting and Shredding

1. Prepare the Browns: We need the Browns (like cardboard or large leaves) to be small so the
helpers can eat them faster. Shred the newspaper and tear the cardboard into small, coin-sized
pieces.

2. Plan the Container: Discuss where the compost bin will live (outside, usually in a shady spot
near a water source). Ensure the chosen container has holes for drainage and air flow (if using a
solid bin).

3. The Layering Recipe (Lasagna Method): Compost works best in layers, like a lasagna! We
always start and end with Browns.

4. Educator Guides: "We will use a ratio of 2 parts Brown to 1 part Green. We need more crunchy
stuff than wet stuff."

Transition: Now that we know our ingredients and our recipe (layers!), let’s put on our gloves and get
building!

Phase 3: You Do (Independent Application - Building the Bin)
Activity: Building the Compost Layers

Instructions: Follow the layering steps carefully. (If working in a classroom, students work in small
teams on one large bin. If homeschool, the learner works on their own bin.)

1. Drainage Layer (Browns): Put a 2-inch layer of coarse, woody Brown material (small sticks or
coarse mulch) at the very bottom. This ensures air flow.

2. First Carbon Layer (Browns): Add a thick, 4-inch layer of soft Browns (shredded leaves,
newspaper). Spray lightly with water until damp.
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3. First Nitrogen Layer (Greens): Add a thinner, 2-inch layer of Greens (food scraps, coffee
grounds).

4. Repeat and Dampen: Repeat the layering process (Browns, then Greens) until the container is
at least half full. After every layer of Browns, spray lightly with water.

5. The Brown Cap: Always cover the very top layer with a thick layer of Browns (leaves or straw).
This prevents flies and keeps odors down.

Observation and Maintenance Check

Educator Prompt: Reach into the bin (near the middle, if safe) and check the moisture level. Does it
feel like a dry desert or a wet river? It should feel just right—like a damp sponge.

Conclusion (Tell Them What You Taught)

Recap and Review
Discussion Questions:

e What are the four essential ingredients for making compost? (Greens, Browns, Water, Air.)

e Why is it important to turn the compost bin once a week? (To let the helpers breathe and speed
up the process.)

¢ What goes on the very top of the bin? (A Brown cap—to prevent pests.)

Summative Assessment: Compost Designer Plan
Activity: Explain Your Bin
The learner will point to their newly assembled compost bin and verbally explain:

1. What was the first layer they put in and why? (Drainage/Browns.)
2. ldentify one Green item they added and one Brown item they added.
3. What maintenance step they will need to do next week (Turn the pile or check the water).

Differentiation and Extension Activities
Scaffolding (For Struggling Learners or Limited Materials)

¢ Pre-Sorting: Provide materials pre-sorted into the "Green" and "Brown" buckets for easier
layering.

¢ Focus on Two Ingredients: Simplify the objective to focus only on understanding the difference
between Greens and Browns.

¢ Sensory Check: Use scent and texture to identify materials (Greens are usually fresh-smelling
and wet; Browns are earthy and dry).

Extension (For Advanced Learners or Continuing Study)

e Decomposer Research: Research common compost decomposers (earthworms, millipedes,
fungi). Draw a detailed picture of one decomposer and write a sentence explaining its job in the
compost pile.

e Temperature Tracking: If available, use a thermometer to track the temperature of the compost
core weekly. Research why the temperature rises (due to microbial activity).

¢ Troubleshooting Guide: Create a small poster listing common compost problems and solutions
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(e.g., Problem: It smells like rotten eggs. Solution: Add more Browns and turn the pile for air).
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