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Lesson Plan: Integrating Composting into Culinary and Agricultural Education 

P. Cropper – University of New Mexico – USDA Cohort  

 

Name of Activity: 

“From Waste to Plate: Sustainable Composting 

in Culinary & Agriculture” 

By: Phillip Cropper 

 

 Purpose: 

This lesson teaches students the importance of composting in reducing food waste and promoting sustainable 

agriculture. Through hands-on activities, students will: 

• Learn how to sort, compost, and track organic waste. 

• Understand the environmental and economic impact of composting. 

• Utilize compost in agriculture and culinary applications (e.g., gardening, herb growing, or soil 

enrichment for school farms). 

• Explore how composting supports sustainable culinary practices by reducing food waste in restaurant 

settings. 

 

Background Agricultural Connections: 

Composting is a natural recycling process where organic waste (food scraps, plant material) is broken down 

into nutrient-rich soil, reducing landfill waste and creating valuable fertilizer. 

• Culinary Connection: In commercial kitchens, food waste contributes significantly to landfills. 

Composting diverts this waste into reusable organic matter, promoting sustainable kitchen practices. 

• Agricultural Connection: Farms use compost to enhance soil quality, improve crop yields, and 

reduce the need for chemical fertilizers. Composting also supports water conservation by improving 

soil’s moisture retention. 

• Industry Impact: Composting reduces waste disposal costs, decreases greenhouse gas emissions, and 

promotes farm-to-table sustainability. 

 

Grade Levels: 

High School (Grades 10-12) – Culinary Arts, Agriculture, Environmental Science 
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⏱️ Lesson Length: 

• Total Time: 3-4 class periods (50-60 minutes each) 

• Day 1: Introduction to composting concepts and demonstration. 

• Day 2: Hands-on sorting and composting activity. 

• Day 3: Application in culinary/agriculture context (using compost in gardening or cooking). 

• Optional Day 4: Project presentations and reflection discussion. 

 

🎯 Learning Objectives: 

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 

1. Define composting and explain its role in reducing food waste and improving soil health. 

2. Classify compostable vs. non-compostable materials. 

3. Participate in a hands-on composting activity by sorting and creating compost bins. 

4. Analyze the impact of composting on agricultural practices and culinary sustainability. 

5. Apply composting principles to culinary or agriculture practices (e.g., using compost in school gardens 

or understanding waste reduction in restaurant kitchens). 

 

Materials and Equipment Needed: 

 Classroom Materials: 

• Whiteboard and markers 

• Projector and screen (for slides or videos) 

• Student notebooks or lab journals 

• Printed handouts on composting basics (carbon-to-nitrogen ratio, composting do’s and don’ts) 

Composting Materials: 

• Food scraps (vegetable peels, eggshells, coffee grounds) 

• Yard waste (leaves, grass clippings) 

• Brown materials (shredded newspaper or cardboard) 

• Small compost bins or containers (enough for student groups) 

• Gardening gloves and aprons (for handling organic material) 

• Tarp or table coverings (to avoid mess) 

For Agriculture Integration: 

• Small garden beds or plant containers 

• Seeds or small plants (herbs, lettuce, tomatoes) 

• Compost for soil enrichment 
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 TEACHER PREPARATION: 

1. Pre-Lesson Research: 

o Review local composting guidelines and practices. 

o Prepare a brief presentation on composting basics (carbon-to-nitrogen ratios, composting 

process, and benefits). 

2. Material Setup: 

o Pre-assemble compost bins and sorting stations. 

o Prepare food waste, yard waste, and brown materials in separate containers for students to sort. 

o Arrange demonstration area with gloves, aprons, and covering. 

3. Lesson Outline: 

o Day 1: Prepare slides and handouts introducing composting. 

o Day 2: Set up hands-on stations with compost materials. 

o Day 3: Prepare for application activity (planting or culinary demonstration using compost). 

 

ACTIVITIES AND PROCEDURES 

 

Day 1: Introduction to Composting (50-60 minutes) 

Objective: Understand the principles of composting. 

1. Opening Discussion (10 min): 

o Ask students how much food waste they think restaurants generate daily. 

o Discuss the impact of food waste on landfills and the environment. 

2. Presentation (20 min): 

o Explain the composting process: carbon-to-nitrogen ratio, aerobic breakdown, and soil 

enrichment benefits. 

o Show visuals or a brief video on composting. 

3. Class Discussion (10 min): 

o Review the differences between compostable vs. non-compostable materials. 

4. Wrap-Up (10 min): 

o Assign students to research local composting programs or regulations for homework. 

 

Day 2: Hands-On Composting Lab (50-60 minutes) 

Objective: Identify and sort compostable materials. 

1. Review & Demonstration (10 min): 

o Briefly review key concepts from Day 1. 

o Demonstrate proper composting practices, including how to layer green and brown materials. 

2. Sorting Activity (30 min): 

o Divide students into groups. 

o Have each group sort food waste, yard waste, and brown materials into compostable and non-

compostable categories. 
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o Add waste to compost bins and record the materials added. 

3. Group Discussion (10 min): 

o Discuss observations (smell, consistency, and moisture balance). 

o Assign students to track the composting progress over the next week. 

 

Day 3: Application in Culinary and Agriculture (50-60 minutes) 

Objective: Apply compost to real-world practices. 

1. Agriculture Application (30 min): 

o Use the compost in garden beds or plant containers. 

o Have students plant herbs or small vegetables in the enriched soil. 

o Track the growth and health of plants over the next few weeks. 

2. Culinary Application (30 min): 

o If applicable, use herbs or vegetables from the compost-enriched soil in a cooking demo. 

o Discuss how composting reduces waste in professional kitchens and how restaurants can 

incorporate sustainable practices. 

 

Graded Assignment – Composting Knowledge Check 

1. Define composting and explain its benefits. 

2. Identify three compostable materials and three non-compostable materials. 

3. Describe the composting process and its impact on soil health. 

 

Follow-Up Assessment: 

• Activity: Students will create a composting business pitch presentation (2-3 slides). 

• Grading: Creativity (10 points), Feasibility (10 points), Clarity (10 points). 
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5-D Model Alignment for “From Waste to Plate” Lesson 

 

Dimension 1: Positive Learning Environment 

• Classroom Climate: 

This lesson fosters a respectful, engaging, and inclusive space where students collaborate in small 

groups, share ideas during composting activities, and present findings in a supportive setting. 

• Student Voice & Choice: 

Students participate in composting decisions (what to compost, how to layer materials), contribute to 

discussions, and shape their group projects and presentations. 

• Cultural & Environmental Relevance: 

This activity connects to the local Ocean City community’s tourism-related food waste problem, giving 

students a sense of real-world impact and purpose. 

 

Dimension 2: Student Engagement 

• Authentic Learning Tasks: 

Sorting compostable materials, tracking decomposition, and applying compost in cooking or agriculture 

are real-world, hands-on activities tied to future careers in culinary arts and sustainable agriculture. 

• Inquiry & Exploration: 

Students investigate the science behind composting (carbon/nitrogen balance, decomposition) and 

research local composting regulations, promoting curiosity and deeper understanding. 

• Collaboration: 

Teams work together to manage compost bins, design composting strategies, and reflect on the process 

in presentations. Engagement is further strengthened by the role-play aspect of operating like a real 

kitchen or farm. 

 

Dimension 3: Purposeful Curriculum 

• Standards-Based Alignment: 

Aligned with CTE and NGSS standards in agriculture, food science, and environmental education. It 

meets objectives like analyzing environmental impact, applying food sustainability practices, and 

understanding waste systems. 

• Rigorous Learning Objectives: 

The lesson challenges students to: 

o Think critically about food waste and environmental consequences. 

o Solve real-world problems using sustainable practices. 

o Connect science to practical culinary and agriculture applications. 

• Cross-Curricular Integration: 

Integrates culinary arts, science (biology, environmental studies), and agriculture—students see how 

these fields intersect and apply composting across them. 
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Dimension 4: Effective Instruction 

• Clear Instructional Strategies: 

Each day has structured activities (demo, lab, application), scaffolded to build knowledge. Visuals, 

hands-on sorting, and application promote comprehension. 

• Modeling & Guided Practice: 

Teachers demonstrate composting setup and then coach students as they implement it themselves. 

• Feedback & Reflection: 

Group discussions, observations of compost changes, and end-of-lesson reflections allow for real-time 

and long-term feedback loops. 

 

Dimension 5: Assessment for Student Learning 

• Formative Assessments: 

o Day 1: Class discussion and participation. 

o Day 2: Sorting activity with teacher check-ins. 

o Day 3: Planting/gardening or culinary application of compost. 

o Day 4: Group presentations with peer and teacher feedback. 

• Summative Assessment: 

o Follow-up quiz or reflection questions evaluating understanding of composting processes, 

environmental impact, and culinary/agriculture connections. 

• Student Worksheet Example (Formative): 

Composting Knowledge Check (Short Answer/Multiple Choice): 

1. What are the two main categories of composting materials? 

2. Name three items you can compost from a kitchen. 

3. Why is composting better than sending food waste to a landfill? 

4. Explain how compost benefits soil in a garden. 
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